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INTRODUCTION  

Purpose of a Housing Production Plan 

A Housing Production Plan is a planning document that identifies the housing needs of a 

community and the strategies it will use to facilitate the development of affordable housing. The 

plan provides information on trends in Sunderland relating to its residents, the existing types of 

housing, and the current development conditions in town. The collection and analysis of this 

information, along with public input, were used to develop the housing goals for Sunderland. 

These goals outline the types of affordable housing desired in the future, where new housing 

should be targeted, and what this new development should look like. Finally, the plan includes 

implementation strategies that the town can pursue to make these goals a reality.  

 

On a broader level, this plan seeks to develop a vision that will help shape the future of 

Sunderland. Will long-time residents have affordable, suitable housing that allows them to stay 

in town as they age? Will children who grew up in town be able to return to Sunderland to raise a 

family? Will people who are employed in Sunderland be able to afford to live in town? These are 

the types of questions this plan has tried to address. 

 

Housing Affordability 

In particular, this plan examines the affordability of the townôs housing.  Housing is generally 

considered affordable when households spend no more than 30% of their gross income on 

housing costs. Affordable housing can come in many forms ï market rate or affordable, with or 

without subsidies, and privately or publicly owned.  Typically, the private market rate housing 

that is affordable to low income families has problems that keep the rent low, such as poor 

condition, limited maintenance and management, expensive utilities that are not paid for by the 

landlords, lead paint or located in an undesirable area.  Similar to public subsidized housing, 

there is also private affordable housing that is reserved for low income families. Typically, the 

owner of the property receives public or private funding for development and/or operation of 

affordable housing in exchange for long-term deed restrictions limiting tenant eligibility by 

income and limiting rent.  The type and extent of this funding determines the affordability of the 

property.  

 

A Housing Production Plan (HPP) is focused on a communityôs subsidized affordable housing.  

For a housing unit to be defined as affordable and listed on the Stateôs Subsidized Housing 

Inventory (SHI), it must be affordable to a household earning no more than 80% of the area 

median income, must have some form of subsidy for development and/or operations, and the 

housing must have deed restrictions to ensure long-term affordability.  

 

In 1969, Massachusetts enacted the Chapter 40B Program, which sets a goal of increasing the 

amount of long term affordable housing to 10% of the housing stock in each community.  In 
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municipalities that have not met this goal, developers of affordable housing can take advantage 

of a streamlined permitting process that provides exceptions to local zoning requirements. The 

SHI is the official measure of which communities currently meet the stateôs 10% affordability 

goal. Since the 2016 Sunderland Housing Plan, the Town has achieved this 10% goal, with 

10.7% of year round housing units on the Subsidized Housing Inventory. However, meeting this 

goal is not the only purpose of assessing housing needs in town and proactively working to meet 

these needs. The Town seeks to support a high quality of life for all residents. Strategies that 

support diverse, quality housing options at a range of prices will help ensure that Sunderland 

continues to be a vibrant community into the future.  

Housing Production Plans and Chapter 40B 

A Housing Production Plan (HPP) is important because it provides a community with a 

comprehensive understanding of its housing needs.  It is also very valuable in that if  a town has 

an approved HPP and meets its annual Chapter 40B affordable housing production goal, it can be 

certified to be in compliance with the plan for a period of one or two years. If a community is 

certified compliant, decisions made by the townôs Zoning Board of Appeals (ZBA) will be 

deemed Consistent with Local Needs under the Comprehensive Permit Act (Chapter 40B), and 

the ZBAôs denial or approval with conditions of a comprehensive permit application will be 

upheld as a matter of law. Essentially, with an HPP and demonstrable progress towards creating 

affordable housing, a town has control over comprehensive permit applications, also known as 

40B developments, during the certification period. 

 

A community will be certified in compliance with an approved HPP if, during a single calendar 

year, it has increased its number of low- and moderate-income year round housing units, as 

counted on the Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI), in an amount equal to or greater than its 

housing production goal. Sunderlandôs current goal is based on the 2010 U.S. Census total 

housing unit count of 1,718.  To be certified for a one year period, the number of affordable 

housing units created within a calendar year must be equal to or greater than 0.5% of a townôs 

year round housing stock. For a two year certification, the number of affordable units created in a 

calendar year must be equal to or greater than 1% of year-round housing units. In Sunderland, 

this equates to 9 units for a one-year certification, and 17 units for a two-year certification. 

Sunderland will strive to meet these goals through the strategies outlined in this Housing Plan. 

 

Planning Process 

The Town of Sunderland requested assistance from the Franklin Regional Council of 

Governments (FRCOG) through the Direct Local Technical Assistance program to update the 

2016 Sunderland Housing Plan. The Housing Committee held four publicly posted meetings 

with FRCOG staff from October through December 2021 to review and revise the plan. A public 

survey was distributed to gather input from residents on current housing needs and priorities. The 

survey was available online in both English and Spanish. Flyers with the survey link were 
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distributed at the Town Hall, Library, and apartment complexes in town, and a notice was sent 

out through the townôs reverse call system to encourage residents to fill out the survey.  

A total of 177 surveys were completed by town residents. Respondents represented both renters 

and homeowners in Sunderland, as well as newcomers to town and long-time residents. The 

survey slightly over-represented homeowners with 63% of the respondents compared to the 

homeownership rate in town of 40%. The housing costs reported by the survey respondents 

generally match the average costs of renters and homeowners according to the U.S. Census. 

Forty percent of the respondents said that their housing costs are currently affordable, but 

notably, the remaining 60% reported that they had varying levels of unaffordability. If survey 

respondents planned to move in the near future, it would be primarily because of affordability 

concerns. Overall, respondents were inclined to support a variety of strategies to promote 

affordable housing in Sunderland ï particularly if those strategies were focused within the 

village or developed areas, but not located on existing farmland. Detailed information on the 

survey and its results can be found in the Appendix.  

A public forum to present the key findings and draft goals and strategies from the plan was held 

on January 3, 2022. The forum was publicized on the Town website and was televised by 

Frontier Cable Access Television. The draft plan and executive summary were also available on 

the Town website a week prior to the forum, and public comment was accepted through January 

10, 2022. All meeting agendas, sign-in sheets, and publicity is located in the Appendix. 

At the January 11, 2022 Planning Board meeting, the Board voted to adopt the plan, and the 

Sunderland Selectboard voted on January 24, 2022 to adopt the plan. The plan was then 

submitted to the Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD) 

for review and approval, which was received on [date]. The Sunderland Housing Plan will be 

effective through [date] at which time it will need to be revised and resubmitted to DHCD.  
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1. HOUSING NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

 

1.1 Community Demographics 

 

This section of the Sunderland Housing Plan 

examines and reviews the population 

characteristics that influence housing demand. 

These characteristics include population size, 

household size, age distribution, and disabilities 

and other special needs. This section also discusses 

potential housing needs, both for Sunderlandôs 

population in general, and for particular population 

segments, such as households with children, 

seniors, and people with disabilities. 

 

Total Population 

 

Sunderland experienced steady population growth between 1970 and 2000 (Figure 1). In the past 

two decades, Sunderland has seen a slight decline in total population. This trend is similar to 

Franklin County, which has also experienced population decline since 2000, but contrary to most 

surrounding towns that have continued to experience population growth (Table 1). With the 

development of 150 apartments at North 116 Flats in 2020, and the completion of 33 affordable 

senior apartments at Sanderson Place in 2022, it is expected that the population in Town will 

increase within the next few years.  

 

Figure 1: Sunderlandôs Population, 1970 ï 2020 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census and 2020 Census PL-94 Redistricting Data. 
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A Note about Data: 

The Housing Needs Assessment section utilizes 

several sources of data to evaluate Sunderlandôs 

demographic and housing trends. A primary data 

source is the U.S. Census Bureauôs 2015-2019 

American Community Survey five-year estimates. 

This data is a compilation of five years of 

surveying a portion of Sunderlandôs residents each 

year, and has an associated margin of error. When 

available, U.S. Census 2020 redistricting data is 

used. These figures may or may not be the final 

data points for the 2020 Decennial Census, which 

is a complete count of Sunderlandôs population. 

The final dataset for the 2020 Census will likely 

be released in spring 2022. 
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Table 1: Sunderlandôs Population, 1970 - 2020, Compared to Neighboring Communities, 

Franklin County,  and the State 

Area 1970 2000 2010 2020 
2000-2010 2010-2020 

# % # % 

Sunderland   2,236 3,777 3,684 3,663 -93 -2.5% -21 -0.6% 

Amherst 26,331 34,874 37,819 39,263 2,945 7.8% 1,444 3.8% 

Deerfield   3,873 4,750 5,125 5,090 375 7.3% -35 -0.7% 

Hadley 3,760 4,793 5,250 5,325 457 8.7% 75 1.4% 

Leverett 1,005 1,663 1,851 1,865 188 10.2% 14 0.8% 

Montague   8,451 8,489 8,437 8,580 -52 -0.6% 143 1.7% 

Whately   1,145 1,573 1,496 1,607 -77 -5.1% 111 7.4% 

Franklin 

County 59,233 71,535 71,372 71,029 -163 -0.2% -343 -0.5% 

MA 5,689,377 6,349,097 6,547,629 7,029,917 198,532 3.0% 482,288 7.4% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census and 2020 Census PL-94 Redistricting Data. 

 

Population Distribution by Age Group 

 

One demographic factor that can affect housing demand is the age distribution of the population. 

Different age groups have different housing needs. The population distribution for Sunderland in 

2000, 2010, and 2019 is shown in Figure 2. The major changes during this time period were a 

decrease in the number of children and young people age 19 and under, and an increase in 

residents age 65 and over.  

 

Figure 2: Population Distribution by Age Group in Sunderland, 2000, 2010, and 2019 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census and 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five Year Estimates. 
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The 2019 estimates for the 20 to 24 age group may not take into account the number of college 

students living in town, and likely undercounts this group. If anything, this age group may 

increase with the opening of North 116 Flats. 

 

Figure 3 shows the percentage of the population that falls into each age group for Sunderland, 

Franklin County, and the State in 2019. Sunderlandôs population distribution differs from that for 

Franklin County and the State. The main difference is Sunderlandôs high percentage of 20-24 

year olds (12%) and 25-44 year olds (34%), because of the large number of college and graduate 

students who live in the town. This results in lower percentages in some of the other age 

categories. Sunderland has a comparatively small percentage of children. In 2019, 15% of 

residents in town were age 19 or younger, compared to 19% in Franklin County and 23% in the 

state.  

 

Figure 3: Population Distribution by Age in Sunderland, Franklin County, and 

Massachusetts, 2019 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates. 

 

Population Projections through 2030 

 

Population projections for Sunderland through 2030 are shown in Figure 4. These projections 

were developed by the UMass Donahue Institute in 2018. The projections show Sunderlandôs 

population declining slightly in the next 10 years to 3,566 in 2030, a decrease of 97 people. 

However, between 2030 and 2040, projections indicate a drop in population to 3,269, a decrease 

of almost 300 people.  
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Figure 4: Population Projections for Sunderland, 2030 and 2040 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census - Summary Files and PL-94 Redistricting Datasets; UMass Donahue 

Institute 2018 Population Projections.  

 

These projections do not take into account recent developments in town nor actions that the 

Town could take to increase the housing supply. As already noted, the new North 116 Flats 

development, with 150 apartments now fully leased, has already increased the resident 

population in town by at least 300 people (based on Sunderlandôs average renter household size 

of 2 people). Sanderson Place, once completed, will add 33 one and two-bedroom senior 

apartments. In addition, according to Sunderland Assessor records, 13 new single family homes 

were built from 2015 to 2020, potentially adding 29 new residents based on the current average 

household size of 2.21.  

 

The expansion of UMass Amherst over the past five decades has impacted Sunderlandôs 

population, as an increase in students and staff has led to a greater demand for housing in town. 

In the last ten years, enrollment at UMass Amherst grew by 13%, to 31,642 students in 2020, an 

increase of over 3,500 students.1 While many factors can influence how this growth will impact 

Sunderland, such as availability of on-campus housing, it can be assumed that students and staff 

will continue to find Sunderland a convenient and attractive place to live. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 University of Massachusetts, Amherst: https://www.umass.edu/uair/students/enrollment. Accessed August 9, 
2021.  
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Figure 5: Total Student Enrollment at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, 2011-

2020 

 
Source: University of Massachusetts, Amherst. https://www.umass.edu/uair/students/enrollment 

 

Although Sunderlandôs overall population is projected to decrease in the next ten years, certain 

segments of the population are expected to increase. The UMass Donahue population projections 

for Sunderland forecast that the largest population growth will occur among residents ages 65 

and older (67% growth). Much of this senior population growth will be driven by the aging of 

the baby boom generation born between 1946 and 1964. As of 2020, many baby boomers are age 

65 or older. As the number of older residents in Sunderland grows, it will be important to have 

housing that accommodates their needs. 

 

The population age 20 to 24 is also expected to increase slightly. Major decreases in population 

are projected for the 45 ï 64 age group (-29%), and the age 19 and under age group (-29%). 

Given the large amount of rental housing in Sunderland that caters to college students and the 

growth in enrollment at UMass Amherst, the percentage of residents within the 20 ï 24 age 

group may increase more than projected. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.umass.edu/uair/students/enrollment
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Figure 6: Sunderland Population Projections by Age Group, 2019 to 2030 

 
Source: UMass Donahue Institute Population Projections, 2018, and U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American 

Community Survey Five-Year Estimates.  

 

Households 

 

A household is generally defined as an individual or group of people living in one housing unit. 

In 2019, Sunderland had an estimated 1,677 households (Table 2). This is a slight increase of 29 

households (2%) since 2010. The increase in the number of households despite a decrease in 

population over the same time period reflects societal shifts that influence average household 

size. Nationally, average household size is declining, and this trend is mirrored in Sunderland. 

The average household size in Sunderland declined an estimated 14% between 1990 and 2019, 

decreasing from 2.49 to 2.14 persons per household.  

 

Sunderland has a smaller average household size compared to Franklin County and the State, 

reflecting the large number of renters living in the town. The average household size for 

homeowner households in Sunderland is 2.38 people. In comparison, the average household size 

for renter households is 1.98 people.2 The difference in household size is related to the kinds of 

households who typically rent. Renters are more likely to be young and to have smaller 

households than owners. For example, an estimated 98% of Sunderland households that are 

headed by someone under age 35 rent their housing, in contrast, only 26% of households headed 

by someone age 65 or older are renters. 

 

A little under half (46%) of households in town are family households, defined as two or more 

people living together that are related by birth, marriage, or adoption. Twenty-eight percent 

                                                           
2 U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five Year Estimates. 
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(28%) of households do not have children under the age of 18 living with them, while 18% have 

children at home. Nine percent of households are families with a single householder, the majority 

headed by a female householder. Over 500 households in town (31%) are a single person living 

by themselves. An estimated 9% of households are single people 65 years of age or older living 

by themselves. Non-family households, defined as two or more unrelated people living together, 

make up about 23% of all households in town. This category includes roommate situations with 

unrelated people sharing an apartment or house.   

 

Table 2: Sunderland Household Types, 2010 and 2019 

Household Type 
2010 2019 

2010 - 2019 

Change 

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

Total Households 1,648 100% 1677 100% 29 2% 

   Households with children 328 20% 306 18% -22 -7% 

   Households with individuals 

65 years & over 252 15% 394 23% 142 56% 

  

Total Family Households 760 46% 769 46% 9 1% 

    Family Households, no 

children at home 450 27% 463 28% 13 3% 

    Family Households with 

children 310 19% 306 18% -4 -1% 

    Male householder, no spouse 

present 22 1% 34 2% 12 55% 

    Female householder, no 

spouse present 70 4% 124 7% 54 77% 

  

One-person Household 478 29% 515 31% 37 8% 

    65 years & over 105 6% 156 9% 51 49% 

  

Non-family household with 

more than 1 person 410 25% 393 23% -17 -4% 
Source: 2010 U.S. Census and 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates. 

 

The major changes in household types between 2010 and 2019 were an increase in households 

with someone aged 65 and over (56%), an increase in families headed by a single householder 

(55% increase for male single householders and 77% increase in female single householders), 

and an increase in one-person households, especially who are age 65 and older (49%). This 

generally mirrors changes in the population by age, and shows an overall aging of the 

population.  
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Household Projections through 2030 

 

The UMass Donahue Institute population projections estimate a decrease of 81 people in 

Sunderland between 2019 and 2030. Assuming an average household size of 2.14 people per 

household in 2019, this translates to a loss of 38 households.  As already discussed, the new 

rental units in town have already increased the number of households in town, which may be 

partially reflected in the 2020 U.S. decennial census data when it is available. 

 

Race and Ethnicity 

 

Sunderland is more ethnically and racially diverse than Franklin County overall (Table 3). Over 

25% of the townôs populations is estimated to be either Hispanic or non-White. Major factors 

contributing to this relative diversity are the large college and graduate student population 

residing within the town, and the large renter population, many of whom are students. Overall, 

town residents are still predominantly White, with 74% of all Sunderland residents in this racial 

and ethnic category. Both Franklin County and Sunderland became more diverse between 2010 

and 2020. In Franklin County, the share of the population identifying as white fell by almost 6%, 

from 92.4% of the population in 2010 to 86.5% in 2020. In Sunderland, the share of the 

population identifying as white fell by almost 11%, from 84.6% in 2010, to 73.8% in 2020. The 

Asian population in town increased the most in terms of total share of the population, from 5.2% 

in 2010 to 12% in 2020.  

 

Table 3: Sunderland Race and Ethnicity, compared to Franklin County 

Race and Ethnicity 

Sunderland Franklin County  

Population 
% of Total 

Population 
Population 

% of Total 

Population 

White 2,702 73.8% 61,464 86.5% 

Black or African American 112 3.1% 963 1.4% 

American Indian and Alaska 

Native 2 0.1% 121 0.2% 

Asian 441 12.0% 1,186 1.7% 

Native Hawaiian and Other 

Pacific Islander 0 0.0% 10 0.0% 

Some Other Race 32 0.9% 362 0.5% 

Two or More Races 166 4.5% 3,331 4.7% 

Hispanic, All Races 208 5.7% 3,592 5.1% 
Source: U.S. Census 2020 Census PL-94 Redistricting Data. 
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Racial Segregation and Housing3 

 

Since the 2016 update of this plan, the link between housing and the United Statesô history of 

racial segregation and discrimination has been brought more centrally into the public view. 

Residential segregation by race and ethnicity in the U.S., and within Massachusetts, did not 

happen by accident. It arose as the result of discriminatory practices in which the private housing 

industry and Federal, State, and local governments were active participants. There is a substantial 

body of literature that details the history of residential segregation in the United States and the 

roles played by the real estate and homebuilding industries; lending and insurance institutions; 

the federal, state and local governments; and others. 

From the 1930s through the mid-1960s, federal housing policy promoted racial separation in its 

urban renewal, public housing, home mortgage, and insurance programs. It was government 

policies that effectively locked African Americans out of the burgeoning suburban housing 

market during the middle of the 20th century ï called ñthe greatest mass-based opportunity for 

wealth accumulation in American history.ò4 At a time when many White families were gaining a 

foothold into homeownership in their communities of choice, aided by low down payment loans 

and mortgage insurance, many Black and African American families who desired and were able 

to afford home ownership were denied access, or found their choices severely constrained.  

The Fair Housing Act, passed in 1968 as part of the Civil Rights Act, and amended in 

1988, protects against discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, disability, familial 

status, or national origin. The Act covers most types of housing including rental housing, home 

sales, mortgage and home improvement lending, and land use and zoning. Massachusetts fair 

housing laws, codified in Chapter 151B of the General Laws, provide for broader coverage and 

prohibit discrimination based on race, color, religion or creed, marital status, disability, genetic 

information, military status (veteran or member of the armed services), familial status (presence 

of children in the household), national origin, sex, age, ancestry, sexual orientation, public 

assistance recipiency (including rental assistance), and gender identity or expression. 

 

Examples of current conditions that perpetuate racial segregation include discrimination or 

differential treatment in the housing, mortgage and insurance markets; exclusionary zoning, land 

use, and school policies; government policies affecting the location of, and access to, subsidized 

housing; limited affordable housing and a lack of housing diversity in many communities; and a 

lack of, or unequal, private and public investments; and displacement of residents due to 

economic pressures. Some of these practices ï restrictive zoning and land use regulations, lack of 

infrastructure, or high land and development costs, for example ï limit housing variety and 

                                                           
3 This section is largely excerpted from the ñMassachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development 

2019 Analysis of Impediments to Fair Housing Choice.ò https://www.mass.gov/service-details/analysis-of-

impediments-to-fair-housing-choice-ai  
4 Black Wealth/White Wealth: A New Perspective on Racial Inequality, Oliver and Shapiro, 1995 and 2007.  

https://www.mass.gov/service-details/analysis-of-impediments-to-fair-housing-choice-ai
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/analysis-of-impediments-to-fair-housing-choice-ai
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affordability, creating barriers to affordable housing for all residents. A number of studies, 

however, have concluded that low-density only zoning that reduces the number of rental units, 

also limits the number of Black and Hispanic residents.5 

 

It is not surprising, therefore, that Sunderlandôs population is generally more diverse than 

Franklin County. Sunderland has a more diverse supply of housing, especially rental units, than 

most towns in the county (see Section 1.2). It is important for the Town to continue to 

proactively plan for diverse housing options that promote affordability for a variety of income 

levels, in appropriate locations and at a scale that contributes to the quality of life for everyone in 

town.   

 

Household Incomes 

 

In 2019, the estimated median household income in Sunderland was $55,625, compared to the 

estimated median household income of $60,950 for Franklin County. In the same year, the 

estimated median family income in Sunderland was $66,862, compared to an estimated median 

family income in Franklin County of $81,069. The difference is how families and households are 

defined. There are many households that are not considered families, including people living 

alone and non-related individuals living together. These types of households often have lower 

incomes than families do. This Housing Plan primarily uses household incomes for its analysis, 

instead of family incomes, because of the more inclusive nature of the household data, and 

because of the large number of non-family households in Sunderland. 

 

When considering median household income by tenancy (renter and homeowner), the median 

homeowner income is more than twice the median renter household income in Sunderland 

(Figure 7). Both homeowner and renter households in Sunderland have higher median incomes 

than Franklin County households. This makes sense given that Sunderland rents and home prices 

are higher than the County (see Section 1.2 for more information on housing costs).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 ñLocal Land Use Regulation and the Chain of Exclusion,ò Pendall, Journal of the American Planning Association, 

November 2007. 
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Figure 7: Median Household Income by Tenancy, Sunderland and Franklin County, 2019 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates 

 

The determination of which households are very low income, low income, moderate income, and 

middle to upper income is based upon the Area Median Income (AMI), determine by the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), and household size. Households are 

considered to be extremely low income if earning less than 30% of AMI, very low income if 

earning less than 50% of the AMI, low income if earning between 50% and 80% of the AMI, and 

moderate income if earning up to 100% of the AMI. Middle to upper income households have 

incomes greater than 100% of the AMI. In FY 2021, the Area Median Income for Franklin 

County (Sunderland is part of the Franklin County income limit area) is $82,900, based on a 

family size of four (Table 4).  

 

Table 4: FY2021 HUD Area Median Income (AMI) Income Limits for Sunderland 

Median 

Family 

Income 

FY 2021 

Income Limit 

Category 

Persons in Family 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

$82,900  

Extremely 

Low (30%) 

Income 

$17,700 $20,200 $22,750 $26,500 $31,040 $35,580 

Very Low 

(50%) Income 
$29,450 $33,650 $37,850 $42,050 $45,450 $48,800 

Low (80%) 

Income 
$47,150 $53,850 $60,600 $67,300 $72,700 $78,100 

Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/il.html  

 

For this analysis, American Community Survey (ACS) income ranges were used to approximate 

the number of Sunderland households that fall within each income category. HUD uses median 
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family income from the U.S. Census American Community Survey (ACS) estimates as a basis 

for calculating income limits. As noted previously, the definition of family in the census 

excludes all single person households, and households with two or more unrelated people sharing 

a home. In order to capture all households in Sunderland, the below table determines the 

estimated number of households falling within each income category by household income, not 

family income. In addition, income categories are based more closely to the income limits for a 2 

or 3 person household, since Sunderlandôs average housing size falls between 2 and 3.  

 

Table 5: Sunderland Household Income, and Income by Age of Householder 

Income Category 

Sunderland 

Households 

Sunderland Household by Age of 

Householder 

Number Percent 
Under 

25 
25 to 44 45 to 64 

65 & 

Over 

Extremely Low (below 

$25,000) 382 23% 111 210 12 49 

Very Low ($25,000 - $39,999) 228 14% 21 90 55 62 

Low ($40,000 - $59,999) 294 18% 101 92 54 47 

Moderate ($60,000 - $74,999) 228 14% 0 62 97 69 

Middle-Upper ($75,000 and 

above) 545 32% 0 181 260 104 

Total 1677 100% 233 635 478 331 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates 

 

Based on the estimates, over half (54%) of Sunderland households fall within a low income 

category. This is important because many public housing programs focus on providing financial 

assistance and affordable housing for residents at 80% AMI or below. An additional 14% of 

Sunderland households fall within the moderate income category, earning up to 100% AMI. 

Community Preservation Act (CPA) funds may be used to support households in this income 

category or below.  

 

Thirty two percent of households have incomes over $75,000, or above 100% AMI. The next 

largest income group are extremely low income households, earning below $25,000 a year. 

While it may be assumed that many of these households are made up of college or graduate 

students, Figure 9 shows the age breakdown of households in each income category. While many 

of the townôs lowest income householders are young, the largest number of extremely low 

income householders are between the age of 25 to 44, and about 15% of senior households are 

extremely low income. The age breakdown for very low and low income categories is fairly 

evenly distributed. In general, household income tends to go up as the age of the householder 

goes up.  

 

 

 



Sunderland Housing Plan   

18 

 

Figure 8: Estimated Sunderland Household Income Categories 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates 

 

 

Figure 9: Estimated Household Income by Age of Householder 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates 

 

Residents Living in Poverty 

 

Poverty status is established using federal income thresholds that vary according to family size 

and composition. Individuals are then determined to have income levels above or below these 

thresholds. For 2021, the poverty income guidelines set by the U.S. Department of Health and 
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$21,960 for a family of three, and $26,500 for a family of four. According to the 2015-2019 

American Community Survey, Sunderland has a higher poverty rate (13.1%) than Franklin 

County as a whole (9.7%). 

 

Environmental Justice Populations 

 

The Massachusetts Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs established the 

Environmental Justice Policy in 2002, with the aim to ensure the protection of low income and 

minority populations from a disproportionate share of environmental burdens, and to promote 

community involvement in planning and decision-making to maintain and enhance the 

environmental quality of their neighborhoods. In Massachusetts, a neighborhood is defined as an 

Environmental Justice population if any of the following are true: 

 

¶ The annual median household income is not more than 65 per cent of the statewide 

annual median household income; 

¶ Minorities comprise 40 per cent or more of the population; 

¶ 25 per cent or more of households lack English language proficiency; or 

¶ Minorities comprise 25 per cent or more of the population and the annual median 

household income of the municipality in which the neighborhood is located does not 

exceed 150 per cent of the statewide annual median household income. 

 

Sunderland has three census block groups, two of which qualify as Environmental Justice areas. 

The block group in the southwest section of town, encompassing the area south of Route 116 and 

west of South Main Street, Hadley Road, and the southern portion of Russell Street and River 

Road, has a median household income of $48,750, which is 56.8 % of the MA median, and a 

minority population of 25.9 %. The block group representing the area north and east of Route 

116 qualifies as an Environmental Justice area due to income. The median household income in 

this section of town is $55,081, which is 64.2 % of the MA median. 
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Figure 10: Sunderland 2020 Environmental Justice Populations 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five Year Estimates; MA Executive Office 

of Energy and Environmental Affairs: https://www.mass.gov/info-details/environmental-justice-populations-in-

massachusetts  

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/environmental-justice-populations-in-massachusetts
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/environmental-justice-populations-in-massachusetts
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The 2021 Sunderland Housing Survey 

was distributed to Environmental 

Justice neighborhoods, through email 

(to the apartment complex managers to 

distribute), and as flyers posted at the 

apartment complexes, bus stops, 

Sunderland Public Library, and 

businesses serving the apartments. The 

survey was provided online and as 

hardcopies in both English and 

Spanish. A diverse range of residents 

answered the survey, including 64 

renter households (37% of 

respondents). Twenty-seven percent 

(27%) of survey respondents had 

household incomes below $40,000.  

 

Income and Housing Costs 

 

Low-income residents in Sunderland, especially residents living below the poverty line, often 

have trouble finding housing that they can reasonably afford, and which costs no more than 30% 

of their incomes. Households spending more than 30% of their income on housing costs are 

considered to be cost-burdened by housing. It is estimated that 92% of Sunderland households 

with incomes below $35,000 are cost-burdened by their housing expenditures and spend more 

than 30% of their incomes on housing (2015-2019 American Community Survey five-year 

estimates). Among Sunderland households with incomes of $35,000 or more, 26% are cost-

burdened. The issue of housing costs relative to household incomes is discussed more in the 

Section 2 (Housing Characteristics) of this Plan. 

 

Residents with Disabilities 

 

The U.S. Census provides basic data on the prevalence of disabilities. As with most Census data, 

information on disabilities is self-reported by Census survey respondents. Data on disabilities 

among Sunderland residents are presented in Table 6. The table excludes people living in 

institutionalized settings, such as group homes or nursing homes. Overall, an estimated 8% of 

Sunderlandôs population has a disability of some type. Among the senior population age 65 and 

over, 13% are estimated to have a disability.  

 

 

 

Flyers were posted at apartment complexes, bus stops, and 
businesses in the Environmental Justice neighborhoods to 
encourage participation. 
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Table 6: Sunderland Population with Disabilities 

Age Group 

Total Civilian Non-

institutionalized 

Population 

Number with 

Disabilities 

Percent with 

Disabilities 

Under 18 492 13 3% 

18 to 64 2,583 190 7% 

65 and Over 537 68 13% 

Total 3,612 271 8% 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American Community Survey five-year estimates. 

 

A number of these residents may need some form of modified or accessible housing, though it is 

possible that some of this population already resides in housing that has been modified to 

accommodate them. As the senior population in Sunderland increases, more residents will need 

such accommodations. 
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1.2 Current Housing Characteristics 

 

This section summarizes Sunderlandôs current housing characteristics, including housing type, 

housing age, tenancy, and construction trends. The section also compares housing statistics for 

Sunderland to those of surrounding communities, Franklin County and Massachusetts. The 

information presented in this section primarily comes from the U.S. Census and the 2015-2019 

American Community Survey five-year estimates. This data have been supplemented with 

information from the Sunderland Building Inspector, Sunderland Assessors, and other sources. 

 

Housing Supply 

 

Sunderland has experienced significant population and housing growth since the 1960s. In 1960, 

for example, the town had 1,279 residents (U.S. Census). By 2000, its population had grown to 

3,777 people, almost tripling the population in 40 years. Similarly the number of housing units in 

town close to quadrupled during the 1960-2000 period, increasing from approximately 450 

housing units (1960) to 1,668 housing units (2000). In the past two decades, the Townôs 

population has been relatively stable, and housing growth has slowed. 

 

During the 1960s and early 1970s, Sunderlandôs growth was driven by the construction of a 

number of large apartment complexes in town. Four apartment complexes built in Sunderland 

during this time contain an estimated 666 housing units. Initially, the apartment complexes 

primarily served students from the University of Massachusetts at Amherst and other local 

colleges. The University of Massachusetts is located less than 10 miles from Sunderland Center 

with excellent bus service connecting the two locations. Today, the apartment complexes house a 

mix of students, families, and young working adults. The growth of housing in Sunderland has 

slowed since 1990. As shown in Table 7, from 2000 to 2010, the number of housing units in 

town increased by 4% (U.S. Census). This pace of construction was slower than previous 

periods, and slower than Franklin County and Massachusetts as a whole and some neighboring 

towns. Between 2010 and 2020, new housing units increased in town by 2%, which is the same 

rate of growth as the County, but less than most surrounding towns.  
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Table 7: Total Housing Units, 2000 through 2020, Compared to Neighboring Communities, 

Franklin County, and the State 

Area 
Total Housing Units Percent Change 

2000 2010 2020 2000-2010 2010-2020 

Sunderland   1,668 1,729 1,771 4% 2% 

Amherst 9,427 9,711 10,748 3% 11% 

Deerfield   2,060 2,181 2,292 6% 5% 

Hadley 1,953 2,230 2,336 14% 5% 

Leverett 648 811 827 25% 2% 

Montague   3,844 3,958 4,112 3% 4% 

Whately   652 661 727 1% 10% 

Franklin County 31,939 33,758 34,345 6% 2% 

Massachusetts 2,621,989 2,808,254 2,998,537 7% 7% 
Source: 2000 and 2010 U.S. Census and 2020 U.S. Census PL-94 Redistricting Data. 

 

Housing Age 

 

According to the 2015-2019 American Community Survey, the median year of construction for 

the current housing stock in Sunderland is 1975, compared to a median year of construction of 

1959 for Franklin Countyôs housing stock. An estimated 62 percent of the housing units in town 

have been built since 1970. A peak period of construction was the 1970s when, as mentioned 

earlier, four large apartment complexes in town were completed (Figure 11). 

 

Figure 11: Age of Housing Units in Sunderland and Franklin County 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates. 
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New Construction 

 

Table 8 provides a summary of new housing construction in Sunderland for the last six years, 

from 2015 to September 2021, based on records maintained by the Sunderland Assessors and the 

Town Building Inspector. Over this time period, 13 new single family homes were built, an 

average of two homes per year. These homes were all permitted as either Approval Not Required 

(ANR) or flag lots under the Zoning bylaw, and are located along existing roads in town. Eleven 

(11) of the 13 new houses are located in the Rural Residential zoning district, outside of the 

village area of town, while two new homes were built in the Village Residential zoning district. 

In 2020, construction was completed at 653 Amherst Road, the location of the 150 unit North 

116 Flats apartment complex. As of September 2021, construction is underway at 120 North 

Main Street for 33 units of affordable senior apartments. Both of these multi-family projects 

were permitted through the Ch. 40B Comprehensive Permit process. 

 

Table 8: New Housing Construction, 2015 ï 2021* 

Year Built  
New Single Family 

Homes 

New Multi -Family 

Homes 

2015 2 0 

2016 1 0 

2017 5 0 

2018 2 0 

2019 1 0 

2020 2 150 

2021 0 33** 

Total 13 183 
*As of September 1, 2021 

**Under construction 

Source: Sunderland Assessorsô Office, 9/1/2021. 

 

Types of Housing 

 

Housing in Sunderland consists of a diverse mix of single-family homes, duplexes, and multi-

family dwellings. An estimated 39% of Sunderlandôs housing units are single-family residences, 

14% are in buildings with 2 to 4 housing units, and 47% are in buildings with 5 or more units. 
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Figure 12: Housing Type, Sunderland and Franklin County, 2019 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015-2019 American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates. 

 

Sunderlandôs proportion of single-family residences is significantly lower than that for Franklin 

County or the State as a whole. It is estimated that 69% of housing units countywide and 57% of 

housing units statewide consist of single-family homes. Sunderland also has significantly more 

housing in buildings with five or more units (47% of the townôs housing units), especially in the 

20 or more unit category which represents 26% of all housing units in town. Sunderland has a 

higher percentage of multi-family housing than any other town in Franklin County. Many of the 

townôs multi-family housing units are contained within five large apartment complexes. 

Together, these complexes have over 800 housing units, or over 40% of the townôs total housing 

supply. 

 

Housing Tenancy 

 

Housing tenancy refers to whether a house is occupied by a renter or homeowner. Sunderland 

has a high percentage of rental housing. Over half of Sunderlandôs occupied housing units (60%) 

are lived in by renters. This rental percentage is the highest of any Franklin County town, and 

higher than Holyoke (59%), Amherst (53%), and Springfield (53%) percentages of rental 

housing. Approximately 40% of Sunderlandôs occupied housing units are owner-occupied. 
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Table 9: Housing Tenancy 

Tenancy 
Number of 

Units 

Percent of 

Occupied Units 

Owner-Occupied 675 40% 

Renter-Occupied 1,002 60% 

Total Occupied Housing Units 1,677 100% 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American Community Survey five-year estimates. 

 

Table 10 summarizes the key characteristics of Sunderlandôs five largest apartment complexes. 

Of the five, Sugarloaf Estates on Route 47 (232 apartments) and Cliffside Apartments on Route 

116 (280 apartments) are the largest. North 116 Flats was constructed in 2020 and includes 150 

apartments, 38 of which are income-restricted and cannot be rented to student-only households.  

 

Table 10: Apartment Complexes in Sunderland 

Apartment Complex Year Built  Total Units 
Vacancy Rate as 

of Aug. 2021 

Cliffside Apartments 1971 208 0% 

Lantern Court Apartments 1960 52 Unknown  

Social Amherst 1968 112 0% 

Sugarloaf Estates 1977 256 0% 

North 116 Flats 2020 150 0% 
Source: LDS Consulting Group, LLC, May 2015; apartment listing search on Craigslist and UMass Amherst Off-

Campus Housing, August 16, 2021. 

 

Housing Vacancies 

 

The Census Bureau characterizes as ñvacantò any residence without a full-time occupant, even 

though the residence may be used as a second home or vacation home. According to the U.S. 

Census, in 2019 Sunderland had an estimated 113 vacant housing units. The vacant housing 

included 20 units for seasonal or occasional use, 43 units currently for rent, and 50 units that 

were rented but not occupied.  

 

The Census Bureau calculates vacancy rates for towns based on the number of homes and rental 

units that could be available for new residents to live in year-round. These vacancy rates exclude 

residences with seasonal or occasional occupants, as well as homes that are uninhabitable, and 

homes that have been sold or rented, but which remain unoccupied. In 2019 the homeowner 

vacancy rate in Sunderland was estimated to be 0.0%, and the rental vacancy rate was estimated 

to be 3.9%.  

 

A healthy housing market is generally considered to have vacancy rates of 2-3% for owner-

occupied homes and 4-5% for rental properties. Sunderlandôs very low homeowner vacancy rate 

indicates a demand for more homeownership housing options in town. The 2008 Great Recession 
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stalled new housing construction throughout the region and state, creating a pent-up demand for 

housing. The vacancy rate also suggests that people seeking to move to Sunderland, or to 

relocate within the town, may have difficulty finding affordable homeownership options. In 

addition, as seen in Table 10, rental vacancy rates may be lower than what is estimated, given the 

very low vacancy rates at the large apartment complexes in town. Overall there appears to be 

high demand for housing of all types in Sunderland. 

 

Table 11: Homeowner and Rental Vacancy Rate, Sunderland, Franklin County, and 

Massachusetts 

 

Homeowner 

vacancy rate 

Rental vacancy 

rate 

Sunderland 0.0% 3.9% 

Franklin County 1.0% 3.0% 

Massachusetts 1.0% 3.6% 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015-2019 American Community Survey five-year estimates. 

 

The impacts of COVID-19 appear to be exacerbating the housing supply issues in the region. In 

Sunderland and the region, the number of homes for sale and days on the market are down, 

meaning the homes that are available are being purchased quickly. Lack of supply has pushed 

prices up in the region. Adding to the situation is an influx of new residents from urban areas, 

where incomes are typically higher and who can pay more for a home than the average local 

wage earner. As of July 2021, homes in Sunderland are generally selling above asking price. On 

the rental side, federal and state eviction moratoriums have helped renters stay in their homes 

during the pandemic. This also has meant that few rental units are turning over, making it 

difficult for people looking for a rental unit to find one.  

 

The 2020 U.S. Census redistricting data includes information on occupied and vacant housing 

units (but does not break the data out into rental and homeownership vacancy). This preliminary 

data set of the decennial census shows a smaller number of vacant units in Sunderland compared 

to the 2015-2019 estimates. The 2020 count of vacant units was 67, compared to the 2019 

estimate of 113.  

 

Housing Costs 

 

Housing Cost Data from the 2015-2019 American Community Survey 

Housing costs estimated from the U.S. Census American Community Survey (ACS) differ from 

market-rate home and rental prices. There are a number of explanations for this. Market-rate 

prices reflect only what is being charged to new homeowners and renters, not the housing costs 

for households who have lived in the same dwelling for a long time. For example, rents for long-

term tenants are often well below the rents charged to new tenants. In addition, a key limitation 

of the ACS information on housing is that only a portion of the population in town is surveyed 
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each year, so the data comes with a margin of error. When available, other data sources are used 

to supplement the ACS data for recent rents and housing prices. 

 

Rental Housing Costs 

In 2019, the median gross rent in Sunderland was estimated to be $1,456, which includes rent 

and utilities (gas, oil, and electricity). Sunderlandôs rental housing prices were higher than those 

for Franklin and Hampshire Counties and Massachusetts overall. Sunderlandôs median gross rent 

was also higher than Amherst, which also has relatively high rental costs. These higher rental 

costs illustrate how the large population of college and graduate students in Sunderland impact 

rental prices for the town as a whole. A 2015 housing market study for the Town of Amherst, 

where many students also live in off-campus rental housing, explains that students pay on a per-

bedroom basis, not for an entire apartment, and often receive financial assistance to cover living 

expenses. Consequently, apartment rents are set at ñper bedroomò prices that cumulatively are 

higher than what a low or moderate income household could pay.6  

 

Table 12: Estimated Gross Rental Housing Costs, 2019 

 Median Gross Rent 

Sunderland $1,456 

Amherst $1,376 

Franklin County $976 

Hampshire County $1,119 

Massachusetts $1,282 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015-2019 American Community Survey five-year estimates. 

 

Among the five largest apartment complexes in Sunderland, the rent for a two-bedroom 

apartment ranges from $1,200 to $2,758. The different prices reflect the utility costs included in 

the rent and the amenities at different complexes (see Table 13). Some of the complexes also 

offer other amenities at no extra charge. For example, Sugarloaf Estates has a pool, a 

playground, and high speed internet access. These types of amenities are reflected in Sugarloaf 

Estateôs higher rental prices. Cliffside Apartments also has a pool. North 116 Flats is the newest 

apartment complex and has some of the highest rents. This complex charges per bedroom, and is 

set up specifically for students. The 2-bedroom rental cost of $2,758, for example, is actually 

meant to be split four ways, because each bedroom is outfitted for double occupancy. The North 

116 Flats rents illustrate how per-bedroom pricing results in higher per unit rental costs.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Amherst Housing Market Study. Prepared for the Town of Amherst by RKG Associates, Inc. March 2015.  
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Table 13: Rental Prices at Apartment Complexes in Sunderland 

 

Cliffside 

Apartments 

Lantern 

Court 

Apartments 

The 

Social 

Amherst 

Sugarloaf 

Estates 

North 116 

Flats ï Market 

Rate (112 

units)*  

North 116 

Flats ï 

Affordable  

(38 units) 

Monthly Rents 

1 bedroom 
$1,069 - 

$1,211 
N/A N/A N/A $1,879 

$1,243 - 

$1,331 

2 bedroom 
$1,411 - 

$1,470 
$1,200  $1,600  

$1980 - 

$2240 
$1,678 - $2,758 

$1,420 - 

$1,597 

3 bedroom $1,750 N/A N/A N/A $2,577 - $3,837 
$1,598 - 

$1,845 

Utilities Included in Rent 

Heat No No No Yes Yes Yes 

Hot Water 
In some 

units 
No Yes Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Electricity No No No No No Yes 

Internet No Yes No Yes Yes Yes 

*North 116 Flats charges on a per-bedroom basis. Rents in this table were calculated based on number of bedrooms 

per unit and the per-bedroom cost.  

Source: Apartment complex websites and the University of Massachusetts Amherst Off Campus Housing website, 
https://offcampushousing.umass.edu/. 

 

Housing Values and Homeownership Costs 

The American Community Survey (ACS) gathers data on housing values by asking owners what 

they believe their homes, including land, to be worth in the current real-estate market. It is 

important to note that what owners believe to be the value of their homes, may or may not be 

similar to the current market value of those residences. The ACS housing value data include both 

properties that are currently for sale and those that are not. In 2019, the estimated median 

housing value for an owner-occupied home in Sunderland was $288,500, higher than the 

estimated median values for Franklin and Hampshire Counties.  

 

Table 14: Estimated Median Housing Value, 2019 

 

Median Owner-

Occupied Housing 

Value 

Sunderland $299,800 

Franklin County $232,100 

Hampshire County $283,100 

Massachusetts $381,600 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American Community Survey five-year estimates. 

 

For estimates of current housing values, it is also useful to examine residential home sales data. 

Residential sales information is available from the Department of Revenueôs Division of Local 

https://offcampushousing.umass.edu/
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Services for past sales, and from the Realtor Association of Massachusetts for more recent sales. 

Table 15 presents the data on single-family, condominium, two- and three-family home, and 

apartment building sales in Sunderland from 2014 to 2019. Figure 13 depicts the trend in the 

median sale price for single-family homes and condominiums over the same period. 

 

Table 15: Home Sales in Sunderland, 2014-2020 

Year 

Single Family 

Homes 
Condominiums 

Two & Three Family 

Homes 

Apartments 4 units 

and over 

# of 

Sales 

Median 

Sales Price 

# of 

Sales 

Median 

Sales Price 

# of 

Sales 

Median Sales 

Price 

# of 

Sales 

Median 

Sales Price 

2014 21 $245,000 2 $176,700 1 $335,000 1 $210,000 

2015 26 $285,000 3 $255,000 0 $0 0 $0 

2016 23 $317,000 1 $227,500 1 $287,500 1 $615,000 

2017 24 $305,000 9 $259,000 2 $295,000 0 $0 

2018 21 $300,550 2 $202,000 0 $0 0 $0 

2019 19 $350,000 6 $294,950 4 $287,500 2 $1,218,500 

2020 33 $342,500 0 $0 ND ND ND ND 

 Source: Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services LA3 parcel search; 2020 Massachusetts 

Association of Realtors market data. 

 

Figure 13: Median Single-Family & Condominium Sale Price in Sunderland, 2014-2020 

 
Source: Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services LA3 parcel search; 2020 Massachusetts 

Association of Realtors market data.  

 

Sunderlandôs median single family sale price has increased over the past five years, from 

$245,000 in 2014 to $350,000 in 2019. The number of sales fluctuated between 19 and 26 single 

family homes per year. Homes in Sunderland sold for more than in the region as a whole. For 
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example, in 2019, Franklin Countyôs median single family sale price was $226,500, and 

Hampshire Countyôs median single family sale price was $291,500.  

 

In 2020, Sunderland experienced an increase in the number of sales, while the overall median 

sale price remained stable. Franklin County also experienced an increase in single family sales 

during 2020, but also experienced an increase in median sale price of 8%. Single family home 

sales data by month from January 2021 through July 2021 for Sunderland and Franklin County 

show the large difference in median prices between the two geographies (Figure 12). Overall 

during COVID, median prices have risen, while inventory of homes on the market and average 

days on the market have decreased. Homes are also generally selling for above asking price. It is 

unclear how or if these trends will continue as the pandemic changes, however, it appears the 

pandemic has only exacerbated what was already a tight housing market in Sunderland and the 

region pre-COVID.  

 

Figure 12: Monthly Median Single Family Sales Price, Sunderland & Franklin County, 

January ï July 2021 

 
Source: Massachusetts Association of Realtors Market Data: https://www.marealtor.com/market-data/.  

 

As Table 16 shows below, monthly housing costs (including mortgage, insurance, and utilities) 

for home owners can vary considerably depending on whether or not the home is mortgaged. In 

2019, the estimated median monthly total housing cost for homes in Sunderland without a 

mortgage was $811, and the estimated median monthly cost for homes with mortgages was 

$1,229. Sunderlandôs homeowner costs are lower for mortgaged homes, or slightly higher when 

the home is not mortgaged, than the region. 
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Table 16: Estimated Homeownership Housing Costs, 2019 

Area 

Median Monthly Owner Costs 

Housing Units 

with a Mortgage 

Housing Units 

without a Mortgage 

Sunderland $1,229 $811 

Franklin County $1,592 $655 

Hampshire County $1,826 $725 

Massachusetts $2,225 $812 

Source: U.S. Census 2015-2019 American Community Survey five-year estimates. 

 

A major housing expenditure for many homeowners is their property tax. Table 17 gives the 

annual average property tax for a single-family home in Sunderland for the fiscal years of 2015-

2021. During most of that period, Sunderlandôs average property tax bill  increased slightly from 

year to year, with an overall increase of 18%. Over the same time period, assessed values of 

homes increased by 9%. As of 2020, Sunderlandôs average property tax for single-family homes 

is lower than the State average, ranking 216 out of the 330 municipalities in Massachusetts 

reporting property tax data to the State. 

 

Table 17: Average Assessed Values and Tax Bills for Single Family Homes, 2015-2021 

Fiscal 

Year 

Single Family 

Average Assessed 

Value 

Residential Tax 

Rate 

Average Single 

Family Tax Bill  

Rank - High to 

Low*  

2015 $276,089 14.31 $3,951 209 

2016 $276,666 14.66 $4,056 212 

2017 $278,187 14.34 $3,989 231 

2018 $278,846 15.00 $4,183 225 

2019 $290,354 15.33 $4,451 218 

2020 $299,107 15.44 $4,618 216 

2021 $299,938 15.49 $4,646   

 *2021 rankings will not be published until all community tax rates are approved 

Source: Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services. 

 

Housing Costs and Affordability 

 

Housing is generally defined to be ñaffordableò when households spend no more than 30% of 

their gross income on housing costs. For renters, housing costs include rent and utilities, such as 

hot water, electricity, and heat. For homeowners, housing costs include mortgage principal, 

mortgage interest, mortgage insurance, property taxes, homeowners insurance, and utilities. 

Households that spend over 30% of their income on housing are considered to be ñcost-

burdened.ò 
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This section explores the degree to which housing in Sunderland is affordable to individuals and 

families of different incomes. The available data on housing costs shows that while housing in 

Sunderland is affordable for some residents, many residents, especially those with low incomes, 

may be cost-burdened by their housing expenditures. 

 

Figure 13 shows the estimated number of homeowner and renter households that spend more 

than 30% of their gross monthly income on housing costs. Many more renter households are 

cost-burdened by housing than homeowner households. An estimated 7% (45 households) of 

homeowners and 30% (293 households) of renters spend more than 30% of their gross monthly 

income on housing and are therefore considered to be cost-burdened by housing. Five percent 

(32 households) of homeowners, and 43% (421 households) of renters are considered to be 

severely cost burdened by housing, spending more than 50% of their income on housing.  

 

Figure 13: Homeowner and Renter Households Cost-Burdened by Housing 

 
Source: U.S. Census 2015-2019 American Community Survey five-year estimates. 

 

Figure 14 shows the percentage of income spent on housing costs by householder age.7 For 

renters, every age group has a large amount of households who are cost-burdened. The age group 

with the largest number of cost-burdened households is between 25 to 34 years old. The group 

with the highest percent of cost-burdened households are age 15 to 24. An estimated 78% of 

renter householders in this age group are cost-burdened by housing. While it is assumed that 

many renters in Sunderland are students at the nearby colleges, and therefore have lower 

incomes, an overwhelming number of Sunderland renters pay more than they can afford on 

                                                           
7 The U.S. Census Bureau defines a householder as the person (or one of the people) in whose name the housing unit 

is owned or rented (maintained) or, if there is no such person, any adult member, excluding roomers, boarders, or 

paid employees. If the house is owned or rented jointly by a married couple, the householder may be either the 

husband or the wife. The person designated as the householder is the "reference person" to whom the relationship of 

all other household members, if any, is recorded. 
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housing. As discussed earlier, Sunderland has higher rental prices than Franklin and Hampshire 

Counties and the State overall, which makes renting in Sunderland unaffordable for many 

families and working adults.  

 

Figure 14: Housing Cost-Burden by Age ï Renter Households 

 
 Source: U.S. Census 2015-2019American Community Survey five-year estimates. 

 

Among homeowners, Figure 15 shows the cost-burdened householders in Sunderland are in the 

35 to 64 and 65 and over age categories. The majority of homeowners are not paying more than 

they can afford on monthly housing costs. 

 

Figure 15: Housing Cost-Burden by Age ï Owner Households 

 
Source: U.S. Census 2015-2019American Community Survey five-year estimates. 
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The vast majority of homeowners in Sunderland (98%) are age 35 or older. The low number of 

homeowners under the age of 35 suggests that affordable homeownership options in Sunderland 

may be limited for first-time homebuyers, who often are younger and have lower incomes. 

Sunderland is committed to addressing housing issues among the young families in these age 

groups and to creating affordable housing options for them. 

 

Figure 16 shows current housing costs compared to average incomes in some of the top 

industries in which Sunderland residents are employed. As shown, single income households 

earning average wages are priced out of Sunderlandôs homeowner market, even pre-pandemic. 

Many single income average wage earners would also find it difficult to afford an apartment in 

Sunderland. Dual income families have a better chance of affording a home in town, though as 

shown previously, sale prices in town have increased sharply since 2019. 

 

Figure 16: Average Area Wages Compared to Housing Costs in Sunderland 

 
Sources: 2020 Employment and Wages (ES-202) data for the Franklin ï Hampshire Workforce Development Area; 

2015-2019 U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey; Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education 2020 School District Profiles.  
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Long-Term Subsidized Affordable Housing 

 

When housing affordability is considered in terms of the Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI) 

maintained by the Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD), Sunderland 

has 183 housing units that qualify as affordable (Table 18) representing 10.7% of the townôs total 

housing stock. Itôs important to note that many of the units that are counted in Sunderland as 

affordable are actually market rate rental units. The State allows communities to count all units 

in a rental development on the SHI when at least 25% of the units are restricted as affordable to 

households earning 80% Area Median Income (AMI) or less. The North 116 Flats apartment 

complex was developed through a Ch. 40b Comprehensive Permit, and includes 38 affordable 

units out of 150 total units. Even though only 38 units are actually affordable, all 150 units are 

counted on the SHI. The other 33 units included in Sunderlandôs SHI count are the Sanderson 

Place units, currently under construction at 120 North Main Street. This development is also 

permitted through 40b, but all 33 rental units will be affordable to seniors and persons with 

disabilities at varying income levels, including for very low income households. Overall, 

Sunderland has a comparable SHI percentage as most surrounding towns, with the exception of 

Deerfield, Leverett, and Whately, which have considerably less subsidized housing. 

 

Table 18: Subsidized Housing Inventory Units in Sunderland and Surrounding Towns 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Department of Housing and Community Development, Chapter 40B Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI) as 

of December 21, 2020. 

 

In order for housing units to be considered affordable and eligible for listing on the Subsidized 

Housing Inventory, they must have long-term restrictions that guarantee that the units are sold or 

rented at prices affordable to households making no more than 80% of the Area Median Income 

(AMI), adjusted for household size. The AMI for Sunderland in 2021, according to the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), is $82,900. Table 19 shows the income 

limits by household size and what the estimated maximum sales and rental prices for affordable 

units in Sunderland would be in 2021. HUD uses a complex calculation to determine the income 

limits adjusted for household size displayed in Table 19.  The AMI of $82,900 is not adjusted for 

household size and is used for planning purposes only, such as to approximate the number of 

Town 

Year Round 

Housing Units 

(2010 Census) 

SHI Eligible 

Housing Units 

% of Year-

Round Units 

Sunderland 1,718  183  10.7% 

Amherst 9,621  1,215  12.6% 

Deerfield   2,154  33  1.5% 

Hadley 2,200  275  12.5% 

Leverett 792  2  0.3% 

Montague   3,926  375  9.6% 

Whately   654  4  0.6% 
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Sunderland households that fall within different income categories as shown in Table 5 earlier in 

this section. 

 

Table 19: Estimated Maximum Sales Price and Rents for an Affordable Home, 2021 

Household 

Size 

Maximum Income 

(HUD 2021 80% AMI 

for Sunderland) 

Bedroom 

Size 

Maximum 

Sales Price* 

Maximum Rents** 
(including heat and 

utilities or a utility 

allowance) 

1 $47,150 1 $154,000 $1,031  

2 $53,850 1 $175,000 $1,178 

3 $60,600 2 $198,000 $1,326 

4 $67,300 3 $220,000 $1,472 

5 $72,700 4 $237,000 $1,590 

6 $78,100 5 $255,000 $1,708 
* Based on a 30 year mortgage with 5% down at a 3.25% interest rate, using Sunderland's current property tax rate 

of 15.49. Maximum Sales Price per Bedroom includes a ñwindowò of affordability based on total monthly housing 

costs equal to 30% of 70% AMI, and is ultimately determined by DHCD and is adjusted annually to account for 

updated municipal tax rates, interest rates, and updated Area Median Income limits. 

**  Affordable unit rents are determined by creating a "window" of affordability based on rents equal to 30% of 70% 

of median income. Rents must include heat and utilities or a utility allowance. Rents are ultimately determined by 

DHCD. 

Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and Massachusetts Department of Housing and 

Community Development.  

 

Sunderland is committed to increasing its supply of long-term affordable housing, and in 

maintaining the Stateôs goal of having 10% of the year-round housing units in each town have 

guaranteed long-term affordability for low and moderate-income residents. The Town has laid 

out a number of strategies for expanding its affordable housing supply over the next 15 years. 

These strategies are discussed in Section 3 of the Housing Plan.  

 

Housing Developments Currently in Process 

Since the last Housing Plan, Sunderland has added 183 units to its Subsidized Housing 

Inventory. 150 of these units are part of the North 116 Flats development, completed in 2020. As 

noted previously, the number of actual affordable units in this development is 38, or 25% of the 

total number of units. When rental developments include at least 25% affordable units, the State 

allows all units within the development to be included on the SHI. 

 

The other 33 units that have been added to the Townôs SHI are a result of the Sanderson Place 

development. In 2014, the Town purchased a property at 120 North Main Street for the purpose 

of creating affordable housing on the site. The purchase was funded by $265,000 in Community 

Preservation Act (CPA) funds. The 2.8 acre site has an existing single-family home and space for 

additional units. Results of the 2013 Sunderland Community Needs survey showed public 

support for new senior housing in town. A Supply and Demand Analysis prepared for the Town 
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in June 2015 recommended senior rental housing for the site, with the majority of the units 

affordable to senior households earning no more than 60% of the AMI.8 Preliminary feasibility 

studies for the site showed 16 to 22 units of housing on the site.  

 

Sunderland does not have planning or community development staff. To help guide the 

development of the site, the Town convened the 120 North Main Street Committee. The 

Committee included abutters to the site, and members from the real estate, engineering, 

architecture, and interior design fields, among others. In 2016 the Town was successful at 

applying for a PATH (Planning Assistance toward Housing) grant from the Massachusetts 

Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD) to hire the Franklin Regional 

Council of Governments to help the Committee develop a Request for Proposals to procure a 

developer for the site. A Special Town Meeting in the fall of 2016 provided the 2/3rds majority 

approval needed to dispose of the property for the purpose of affordable senior housing. The 

Town then issued the RFP and received one proposal from Rural Development Inc. (RDI), which 

was accepted by the Town. The proposal included rehabilitation and reuse of the historic home 

on the site, and the addition of a new three story building to the rear of the site, for a total of 33 

affordable senior rental units.  

 

RDI partnered with Valley Community Development Corporation for project management on the 

development. In 2017, Town Meeting approved an additional $100,000 of CPA funds for the 

project. In 2020, the project was awarded funding through the Stateôs OneStop application, and 

construction began in March of 2021. Lease up and occupancy is expected to begin in 2022. The 

Town of Sunderland contributed $365,000 in CPA funds towards the project, leveraging over 

$10 million from other funding sources.  

 

 

  

                                                           
8 Supply and Demand Analysis for 120 North Main Street, Sunderland, MA. Prepared for the Town of Sunderland by 

Lynne D. Sweet, LDS Consulting Group, LLC, June 30, 2015. 
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1.3 Regional Housing Characteristics and Needs 

 

Housing is a regional phenomenon as people seek housing in multiple towns depending on a 

number of factors. New employment opportunities in one town can impact housing demand and 

needs in surrounding towns. Sunderland is well aware of the regional nature of housing, as 

students and staff at UMass Amherst and colleges outside of its borders live in town. This 

section reviews regional housing characteristics and needs, drawing from U.S. Census data as 

well as several key resources. 

 

Current Regional Housing Characteristics 

 

There are a total of 34,134 housing units in Franklin County and a total of 30,569 households, 

according to 2015-2019 U.S. Census estimates.  This means that there are only 3,565 more 

housing units than there are households that reside in Franklin County.  However, the supply of 

vacant units available for occupation is much smaller than the difference between the number of 

households and the number of housing units (Table 20).  Some units are second homes or short-

term rentals occupied by non-residents, and other units may not be available for occupation due 

to code violations (Other vacant).  

 

Table 20: Characteristics of Vacant Housing Units in Franklin County, 2019 

Total Vacant Housing Units 3,565 100% 

    For rent 306 9% 

    Rented, not occupied 179 5% 

    For sale only 203 6% 

    Sold, not occupied 114 3% 

    For seasonal, recreational, or occasional use 1,348 38% 

    For migrant workers 0 0% 

    Other vacant 1,415 40% 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015 ï 2019 American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates.  

 

A healthy housing market is generally considered to have vacancy rates between 2% to 3% for 

owner-occupied homes and 4% to 5% for rental properties.  In 2019, Franklin Countyôs vacancy 

rates were estimated at 1.0% for owner-occupied housing units and 3.0% for rental housing 

units.  These low vacancy rates indicated a very tight housing market, pre-COVID-19 pandemic. 

As a result, residents may have difficulty finding suitable housing and the price of housing may 

be inflated due to the lack of supply.  

 

Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in Massachusetts, the housing market has become 

even tighter in Franklin County. On the homeowner side of the market, sale prices are up, and 

the amount of inventory on the market is down. From 2019 to 2020, median single family home 

prices rose 8%, from $226,500 in 2019 to $245,000 in 2020, while the number of homes for sale 
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fell by 49%, from 2,552 in 2019 to 1,305 in 2020. These trends are continuing into 2021. 

Between January and August, 2021, the year to date median single family sale price increased by 

21% to $280,000, and the inventory of homes for sale decreased by 58% to 493, from the 

previous year.9  

 

Over the past decade, single family sale prices have increased at a higher rate than median 

household income. Between 2010 and 2019, median incomes in the county increased by 17%, 

while single family home prices rose by 26%. In the past year and a half, the gap has accelerated, 

with single family sale prices rising by 24% as of July, while many households continue to 

struggle financially due to the pandemic (Figure 16). Homeownership in Franklin County is 

more unaffordable than in Hampshire or Hampden Counties. While median sale prices in 

Hampshire County, for example, are higher (current median sale price of $341,888), higher 

median incomes in that county help make up for the higher prices (Figure 17).  

 

Figure 16: Franklin County Median Household Income Compared to Median Single 

Family Sale Price 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; MA Association of Realtors Single 

Family Home Sales Market Data. 

 

                                                           
9 Source: Massachusetts Association of Realtors market data. https://www.marealtor.com/market-data/  
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Figure 17: Homeownership Affordability Index, July 2021 

 

A HOAM index value lower than 100 indicates that the median household income is insufficient to cover the annual 

costs of owning a median-priced home (the housing cost is greater than 30 percent of income). Source: Federal 

Reserve Bank of Atlanta, https://www.atlantafed.org/center-for-housing-and-policy/data-and-tools/home-ownership-

affordability-monitor.    

 

On the rental side of the market, many households are paying unaffordable prices for housing. 

Franklin County has higher rates of housing cost burden (paying more than 30% of income on 

housing) and severe cost burden (paying more than 50% of income on housing) among renters 

than the State, (Figure 18) even though rents overall are lower in our region.  
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Figure 18: Renter Housing Cost Burden, Franklin County and Massachusetts 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015-2019 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 

 

In fact, over the past two decades, rental costs increased at a greater rate in rural MA counties, as 

a share of household income, than in urban areas. In April 2021, the Federal Reserve Bank of 

Boston published Rental Affordability and COVID-19 in Rural New England which highlights 

the need for more affordable rental options in rural New England counties, including Franklin 

County. The report underscores how low incomes in rural areas impacts housing affordability. 

The author notes, ñeven where rents are lower, households do not necessarily experience less 

financial pressure, not if lower incomes negate the benefits of low rents. In 2019, for example, 

the rural communities in Western Massachusetts had above-average rates of housing-cost burden 

despite that areaôs average rent being about 15 percent less than the stateôs rural-area average.ò10 

The report also explains that from 2000 to 2019, the share of income that rural renters spent on 

housing increased at a greater rate than for urban renters, meaning ñrural renters saw a greater 

loss of rental affordability during this period than their urban counterparts.ò11 This was especially 

true for Massachusettsô rural counties. 

 

Despite a slight loss in population since 2000, the number of households in the county has 

increased (Figure 19). Number of households is more relevant than total population when 

considering housing needs, because one household occupies one housing unit. While total 

housing units have increased over time as well, the County also experienced an increase in 

                                                           
10 Rental Affordability and COVID-19 in Rural New England. Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, April 21, 2021. Page 

6. 
11 Ibid, page 8. 
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vacant housing units that are not available for year-round housing. These include seasonal, 

second homes, and short-term rentals (39% increase since 2000), as well as housing that cannot 

be occupied for code reasons or that may be in foreclosure or other legal reasons (98% increase 

since 2000).  

 

Figure 19: Franklin County Rate of Change - Households, Population, and Housing Units 

 
Source: U.S. Census 1990, 2000, 2010 Decennial Census; 2020 U.S. Census PL-94 Redistricting Data; U.S. Census 

2015 ï 2019 American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates. 

 

The majority of housing in Franklin County is single-family housing (69%).  The rest of the 

housing stock is made up of two-family homes (10%), 3-4 family homes (7%), multi-family 

homes with 5 or more units (11%), and mobile homes (2%). Franklin County has a higher 

percentage of single family homes than the State, where 57% of homes are single-family. 

Housing production in recent years has been mostly single family homes (Figure 20), meaning 

overall the housing stock is becoming less diverse over time. Housing production dropped off 

drastically at the onset of the Great Recession, and has stayed slow through 2019.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.6%

3.4%

2.8%

2.1%

-0.2% -0.5%

5.1%

5.7%

1.7%

-1.0%

0.0%

1.0%

2.0%

3.0%

4.0%

5.0%

6.0%

7.0%

Total Households Total Population Total Housing Units

2000 - 2010 2010 - 20201990 - 2000 



Sunderland Housing Plan   

45 

 

 

Figure 20: Housing Units Permitted in Franklin County, 2000 - 2019 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Building Permit Survey, 2000 ï 2019. 

 

Thirty-seven percent of the housing in Franklin County was built prior to 1940.  While older 

homes provide the region with a rich architectural and historical heritage, it also means that 

many homes are probably not energy efficient, require high maintenance, and may contain lead 

paint.  Currently, 72% of the countyôs housing was built prior to 1979 when lead-based paint was 

still allowed.   An estimated 79% of rental housing in Franklin County was built prior to 1979. 

Older rental housing units tend to be the most affordable type of housing in the region. This is a 

particularly important issue for affordable housing as families with Housing Choice Vouchers 

have reported difficulty in locating units that fall within the required payment standards and are 

lead paint compliant.   

 

In addition to lead-based paint hazards, there are also a number of housing units in the county 

that are substandard for other reasons, including  health and safety code violations due to 

structural defects, substandard plumbing or electrical systems, failing septic systems and other 

health hazards such as mold. As previously noted, low income households are much more likely 

to live in substandard housing because it is typically the cheapest unsubsidized housing 

available. In addition, they may be less likely to complain about conditions to landlords for fear 

of losing the only housing they can afford.      
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Current Regional Housing Needs 

 

According to the Greater Springfield Regional Housing Analysis completed by the UMass 

Amherst Donahue Institute in March 2021, Franklin County has a current gap of roughly 1,232 

housing units (4% of current total housing units). In 2025, the gap is projected to grow to 2,296 

(7% of current total housing units) if production does not increase from current levels (Figure 

21). As a percentage of total housing units, Franklin County has a larger housing shortage than 

Hampshire County, and a comparable housing shortage to Hampden County. While housing is 

needed at a variety of price points for a range of income levels, the largest gap in available 

housing currently is for apartments with rents of $500 or less that serve extremely low income 

households.  

Figure 21: Projected Housing Unit Shortage in Franklin, Hampshire, and Hampden 

Counties 

 
Source: Greater Springfield Regional Housing Analysis. UMass Donahue Institute, March 4, 2021. 

 

The burden of low incomes in our region is not felt equally across racial and ethnic groups. A 

high proportion of households of color in Franklin County earn low incomes, even though people 

of color represent a small proportion of the overall population (Figure 22). Lack of affordable, 

quality housing, therefore, disproportionately impacts households of color in our region. 
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Figure 22: Estimated Household Income in Franklin County by Race and Ethnicity 

 
Source: 2015-2019 U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey Five-Year Estimates.  

 

In 2019, the Massachusetts Rural Policy Advisory Commission (RPAC) published the 

Massachusetts Rural Policy Plan, which included a Housing section that outlines challenges and 

opportunities for creating the housing rural areas need. The section was developed with input 

from a variety of housing stakeholders in rural areas across the State. Key rural housing 

development issues identified include: 

 

1. Rural towns are experiencing a shortage of affordable and workforce housing ï a 

mismatch exists between the housing we have and the housing we need. 

2. Wages have not kept up with the cost of housing. The cost of living in rural areas is even 

more unaffordable when transportation and home energy costs are added. 

3. High development costs, lack of infrastructure and local capacity, and the small scale of 

development in rural areas, place significant constraints on rural housing production; i.e. 

rural housing development is not economically feasible or competitive for funding. 
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4. There is insufficient funding to fully address rehabilitation of the aging housing stock; 

low property values in economically distressed rural areas make it difficult to justify the 

high cost of rehabilitating a property. 

5. Without public investment in housing for rural areas, we will continue to see downward 

population trends, displacement of our most vulnerable residents, and difficulty in 

keeping and attracting employers and workers. 

 

RPAC continues to work towards addressing these challenges through state-level advocacy for 

equitable funding and programs in rural areas. The influx of American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) 

funding to towns and the State represents an opportunity to address these needs in rural areas. At 

the same time, towns like Sunderland can proactively plan for housing by identifying where and 

how new housing is desired in town, and implementing strategies to meet local and regional 

housing production goals.  

  

 

1.4 Future Housing Demand 

 

According to the UMass Donahue Institute population projections, Sunderlandôs population will 

decline by approximately 97 people by the year 2030. Assuming the current average household 

size of 2.14, this would translate to a decrease of roughly 45 households during this time period. 

As discussed earlier in this plan, recent housing developments in town are not reflected in the 

2020 U.S. Census data or the UMass projections. As of 2021, construction of the 150 units at 

North 116 Flats, 38 of which are restricted affordable for non-student households, is complete. 

Another 33 units of affordable senior housing is under construction at 120 North Main Street, 

with occupancy expected in 2023. These developments alone will likely increase Sunderlandôs 

population by well over 100 people.  

 

Regardless of projections, the make-up of households in town is likely to change significantly 

during this time period, affecting housing demand and needs in town.   

 

Existing housing stock in town may not be affordable, accessible, or the right size for future 

households. Table 21 displays the estimated housing needs in Sunderland by 2030, by age and 

income (based on the UMass Donahue Instituteôs population projections, which call for an 

overall loss of population by 2030). All of the new housing demand by 2030 falls within the 

senior age category, as this segment of the population is expected to increase by over 60% in the 

next 10 years. Not all senior households will need to move out of their existing homes. However, 

there will still be a strong need for accessible, affordable senior housing in town as the 

population ages. A majority of these new senior housing units should be affordable to very low 

to moderate income households, which currently account for 69% of senior households in town.  
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Table 21: Estimated Housing Needs in Sunderland by 2030, by Age and Income Level 

Income Brackets as 

a percent of the 

Area Median 

Income 

% of Senior 

HH within 

Income 

Bracket 

2030 Senior 

Housing 

Units 

Needed 

% of 

Working Age 

HH within 

Income 

Bracket 

2030 

Working 

Age 

Housing 

Units 

Needed 

2030 Total 

Housing 

Units 

Needed by 

Income 

Bracket 

Income Less than 

30% AMI 
15% 27 25% -36 -9 

Income Between 30% 

and 50% AMI 
19% 34 12% -17 17 

Income Between 50% 

and 80% AMI 
14% 25 18% -26 -1 

Income Between 80% 

and 100% AMI 
21% 37 12% -17 20 

Totals 69% 123 55% -95 28 

*Based on 2030 population projections by age and the 2010 average household size (2.21).  

Source: 2009-2013 American Community Survey five-year estimates; UMass Donahue Institute Population 

Projections. December 2013. 

 

Senior housing needs could be met in a variety of ways, including smaller single-family homes, 

assisted living facilities, condominiums, single-family homes converted into multi-family homes, 

accessory apartments, and affordable and market rate rentals. Beyond the next 20 years, the 

senior population will eventually begin to shrink, so any new housing geared towards seniors 

should also be built with future generations in mind. Housing that may be suitable for seniors 

now, but that could accommodate a young couple or family in the future, will serve the town for 

many generations to come. 

 

Population projections are based on demographic models and historic trends, and do not 

incorporate many of the factors that can influence a townôs future growth.  These factors include 

employment opportunities and the availability of land for new construction.  Sunderland has 

zoned the area surrounding the village center at the intersection of Routes 116 and 47 for a mix 

of business and residential development. The Zoning Bylaw includes a Planned Unit 

Development Overlay District within this area that allows for compact, mixed use development 

on lots over 80,000 square feet. Development of this nature could increase employment and 

housing opportunities in the town center. Enrollment changes and availability of student housing 

at UMass and the other colleges in the region will also continue to impact the townôs population 

and housing demand.  
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1.5 Identified Housing Needs 

 

Sunderland and the region are experiencing a tight housing market. Lack of housing production, 

starting with the Great Recession in 2008, limits supply, pushing prices up. The COVID-19 

pandemic has only exacerbated the supply issue and increased the housing affordability gap for 

residents earning median incomes in the region, as buyers from higher income areas are 

purchasing properties at much higher prices than what most locals can afford. In Sunderland, 

rental prices are high due in part to the student population living in town. Students typically rent 

on a per bedroom basis, which makes rents for most single income households, and many dual 

income households, unaffordable in town.    

 

It is important for the town to proactively plan and implement strategies to ensure affordable 

housing options are available in town for households at a variety of income levels. This will 

include dedicated, deed-restricted affordable housing units that are tied to area incomes and not 

subject to extreme market shifts, as well as housing options and supports that add affordability 

for residents without a deed restriction. 

 

Based on the data collected in the Housing Needs Assessment, and results from the 2021 

Sunderland Housing Survey, the Sunderland Housing Committee has identified housing needs 

among the following population groups: 

 

¶ First-time home buyers 

¶ Sunderlandôs workforce 

¶ Low and moderate-income families 

¶ Residents with disabilities 

¶ Senior residents 

 

First -Time Home Buyers 

 

Sunderland is an attractive place to live, and home sale prices reflect this. Unfortunately, lack of 

housing supply has pushed prices so high that many families, especially first-time homebuyers, 

are priced out of owning a home in town. As of September 2021, the median sale price in 

Sunderland is $425,162 (based on 9 sales), up 23% from one year ago and significantly higher 

than the median sale price in Franklin County ($282,000) and Hampshire County ($367,850).  

Cost-burden among existing homeowners in Sunderland is low, but the ability for a family 

earning median income in town or the region to purchase a home in Sunderland is extremely 

limited. For instance, the affordable sale price of a home for someone earning Sunderlandôs 

median household income of $55,625 is about $200,000, and about $240,000 for a family 

earning Sunderlandôs median family income of $66,862, both well below the current median sale 
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prices in town.12 Additionally, Sunderland has a very low homeowner vacancy rate, indicating 

that demand is high for homeownership options in town.  

 

Many young adults and families are priced out of buying a home in Sunderland. A number of 

survey respondents said that they would like to stay in Sunderland and purchase a home, but that 

it will be unlikely that they can afford to do so and will be forced to move elsewhere. It is 

important that Sunderland work to address this issue. The Town has a Flexible Development 

Bylaw which allows homes to be built on smaller than typical lots, which can reduce housing 

costs. There are mortgage programs available for income-eligible first-time homebuyers that 

require little to no down payment, such as the USDA Rural Development Single Family Housing 

Guaranteed Loan Program (no down payment required) and the Massachusetts Housing 

Partnershipôs One Mortgage Program (requires a 3% minimum down payment). These programs 

may be good options for low to moderate income households with good credit and stable 

employment, and could be coupled with locally-funded (through Community Preservation funds) 

down-payment assistance, mortgage subsidies, or direct grants to low and moderate income 

households to buy-down the cost of a home in Sunderland.  

 

There is also a regional program, through the Franklin County Housing and Redevelopment 

Authority (HRA) that offers educational seminars to first-time home buyers. The Town could 

work with HRA to expand residentôs access to this assistance. The Town can also work with 

non-profit developers such as Habitat for Humanity or Rural Development Inc. to find 

appropriate sites for constructing new affordable homes. 

 

Sunderlandôs Workforce 

 

As just noted, households and families earning median incomes in Sunderland are priced out of 

the current homeowner market. In addition, workers in industries like health care, social 

assistance, agriculture, and retail trade would struggle to afford an apartment in Sunderland 

based on current average wages in the region and rents in town. A variety of housing types could 

serve Sunderlandôs and the regionôs workforce, from affordable homeownership opportunities, 

accessory apartments, and affordable apartments that are not available for student-only housing.  

 

Low and Moderate-Income Families 

 

A number of families in Sunderland have trouble finding housing that they can reasonably afford 

and spend no more than 30% of their incomes on housing costs. Over half of Sunderlandôs 

                                                           
12 5I/5 ƘƻƳŜƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƻǊΣ ǳǘƛƭƛȊƛƴƎ {ǳƴŘŜǊƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǘŀȄ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ϷмрΦпфΣ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ŀ р҈ 
down payment and a 30-year fixed rate mortgage at 3.5% interest rate. Household income includes single person 
households and non-related individuals living together; family income includes households with at least two 
related people living together.  
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households fall within a low income category. Most of these households are renters.  While an 

overwhelming number of Sunderland renters pay more than they can afford on housing, the 

largest group of cost-burdened renters have householders between the ages of 25 and 34 (254 

households) followed by those with householders ages 35 to 64 (216 households). In addition, 

Sunderland appears to lack affordable rentals for families needing more than two bedrooms. 

Starting rents at the apartment complexes in town for 3 bedroom units are unaffordable for many 

low-income households, and the majority of apartments are 1 and 2 bedroom units. The 38 

restricted affordable units at North 116 Flats includes utilities in the rent, and are affordable for 

households earning up to 80% of the Area Median Income (AMI ).  

 

More housing with long-term guaranteed affordability, including both ownership and rental 

units, may be necessary for many of these residents to decrease their housing cost burden. In 

particular, affordable housing units with 3 or more bedrooms, affordable for households earning 

lower incomes than 80% AMI, are needed for families in Sunderland. According to a 2013 

analysis conducted by the Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development 

(DHCD), development patterns in Massachusetts have disparately impacted and limited housing 

options for families with children. In order to address this issue, the State has enacted a policy 

that at least 10% of the units in affordable housing developments must contain 3 or more 

bedrooms, unless the development is age-restricted.  

 

Another important affordability strategy, which does not address housing issues directly but 

instead focuses on incomes, is to strive to create better employment opportunities for low or 

moderate-income residents who want to work full-time, but are presently under-employed or 

unemployed, or who currently have low paying jobs. 

 

Residents with Disabilities 

 

Overall, according to the U.S. Census, an estimated 8% of Sunderlandôs population has a 

disability of some type. Among the townôs senior population age 65 and over, 13% have a 

disability. It is likely that a percentage of this population already resides in housing that has been 

modified to accommodate their special needs, but others may not. As the senior population in 

Sunderland grows in the coming decades, additional residents will need accessible housing. 

Some of the apartment complexes in town, such as Sugarloaf Estates, have accessible units. 

Sanderson Place, the affordable senior housing complex under development at 120 North Main 

Street, will include three fully accessible units and two sensory adapted units. All 33 units at the 

development have accessible bathrooms and are adaptable with universal access. Universal 

design ï making a house safe and accessible for everyone, regardless of age, physical ability, or 

stature ï should continue to be encouraged in future Town-supported housing initiatives. 
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There are several resources for homeowners and landlords renting to people with disabilities to 

modify their housing to work for them. The Pioneer Valley Planning Commission administers 

the Home Modification Loan Program for Franklin County communities.13 The program 

provides low- and no-interest loans to make modifications to the homes of elders, adults with 

disabilities, and families with children with physical and/or cognitive disabilities. Typical 

modifications include installation of ramps and lifts, widening of doorways, and alteration of 

kitchens and bathrooms. Funding is provided through a state-funded loan program of the 

Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission in collaboration with the Community Economic 

Development Assistance Corporation.  

 

The Franklin County Regional Housing and Redevelopment Authority (HRA) administers a 

Housing Rehabilitation Program for  income-eligible homeowners in Sunderland that provides a 

zero-interest, deferred payment loan for housing repairs, including accessibility modifications. 

Another potential source of funding for accessibility improvements is the USDA Rural 

Development Very Low-Income Housing Repair program, which provides loans and grants to 

very low-income homeowners to repair, improve, or modernize their dwellings or to remove 

health and safety hazards. It is important that residents with disabilities be provided information 

on these programs. 

 

Seniors 

 

In 2019, Sunderland had a smaller senior population than many Franklin County communities. 

Senior residents age 65 and over account for 16% of Sunderlandôs total population, compared to 

21% of Franklin County population as a whole. One explanation for this smaller senior 

population percentage is that Sunderland has such a large college-age population that it skews 

the percentages for other population cohorts. For example, in 2019, residents ages 20-24 

accounted for 12% of Sunderlandôs population, compared to 5% of Franklin Countyôs population 

and 7% of the State population.  

 

Sunderlandôs senior population has grown considerably, however, in the past 10 years. Between 

2010 and 2019, the population age 65 and older grew by 220 people, a 63% increase, the largest 

increase among all age groups. In the next ten years, the senior population is projected to grow 

by another 381 people. Seniors are projected to account for 27% of the total population by 2030, 

compared to 16% currently. The ñbaby boomerò population cohort began turning 65 in 2011, 

driving much of this increase for Sunderland and the region. Projections do not account for 

whether housing will be available for the projected increase in seniors. If affordable senior 

housing options are not available in Sunderland in the future, seniors who wish to remain in town 

may have to look elsewhere.  

 

                                                           
13 http://www.pvpc.org/projects/home-modification-loan-program-hmlp  

http://www.pvpc.org/projects/home-modification-loan-program-hmlp
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Sunderlandôs rental housing, especially in the townôs four largest apartment complexes, is 

predominantly occupied by younger residents including college and graduate students, and 

young and middle-age families and professionals. However, renters age 65 and over are 

becoming a larger share of renter households in town over time. Five years ago, roughly 5% of 

renter households in town were 65 and over. In 2019, an estimated 9% of renter households are 

age 65 and older. Of those senior renter households, 71% are cost-burdened by their housing 

costs. A number of survey respondents reported that they were seniors living in the apartment 

complexes and were facing increasing costs on fixed incomes and, as a result, had mounting 

affordability concerns. The 33 affordable senior rental units under construction at 120 North 

Main Street will help meet the need for more affordable senior rental housing in town.   

 

There are many more senior homeowners in Sunderland than renters. Only 13% of senior 

homeowners are estimated to be cost-burdened by housing. This may partly be because older 

homeowners who have lived in their homes longer have lower mortgage payments or may have 

paid off their mortgage altogether. However, as residents age, they may need different housing 

accommodations, such as smaller more accessible housing.  Housing costs may become more of 

an issue for seniors in the future. Property taxes continue to rise, as do other housing-related 

expenditures, such as heating costs. As a result, senior residents on fixed incomes may find it 

increasingly challenging to afford their homes. There will continue to be a need for more housing 

options, including accessory apartments, smaller housing options for downsizing, and affordable 

homeowner and rental housing, for Sunderlandôs seniors as the population grows. 
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2. DEVELOPMENT CONDITIONS AND CONSTRAINTS  

 

This section discusses the current development conditions in Sunderland, as well as possible 

constraints on development and how the Town may be able to mitigate these constraints. 

 

 

2.1 Zoning for Housing 

 

Sunderland has five primary zoning districts which are designed to help shape development 

patterns within the town. There are two primarily residential districts, the Village Residence 

(VR) district and the Rural Residence (RR) District, two mixed-use districts, Commercial 1 (C-

1) and Village Center (VC), and one primarily commercial district, Commercial 2 (C-2). The 

VR, VC, and C-1 Districts are located along the townôs two primary transportation corridors, 

Routes 116 and 47. These districts are also in the town center area where there is access to water, 

sewer, transit, and town services, and where the Town wants to encourage development. The C-2 

District is located along Route 63 in the northeastern part of town.  

 

In the Village Residence and Village Center districts, the required minimum lot size for a single-

family home is 20,000 square feet (0.46 acres) and the minimum road frontage is 120 feet. In the 

Rural Residence and Commercial 1 districts, the minimum lot size for a single-family home is 

32,000 square feet (0.73 acres) and the minimum frontage is 150 feet in the RR district and 200 

feet in the C-1 district. For 2-family and multi-family homes, a greater lot size is required (Table 

22). For example, in the Village Residential District, the standard minimum lot size is 20,000 

square feet for a single-family dwelling, 30,000 square feet for a two-family dwelling, 40,000 

square feet for a three-family dwelling, and 50,000 square feet for a four-family dwelling. The 

Town is considering relaxing this requirement for accessory apartments and for multi-family 

dwellings in which one or more units is set-aside for low or moderate-income residents. These 

changes are included in the proposed strategies in Section 3 for encouraging the creation of 

affordable housing units. 

 

Table 22: Minimum Lot Sizes by District and Unit Amount  

District  

Min Lot Area (sq. ft.)  

Single 

Family 

Home 

2-Family 

Home 

3-Family 

Home 

4-Family 

Home 

Village Residence (VR) 20,000 30,000 40,000 50,000 

Rural Residence (RR) 32,000 48,000 64,000 80,000 

Village Center (VC) 20,000 30,000 40,000 50,000 

Commercial (C-1) 32,000 48,000 64,000 80,000 

Commercial (C-2) N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Source: Sunderland Zoning Bylaws, 10/19/2021. 
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In 2005, the Town created a Planned Unit Development (PUD) Overlay District to encourage 

developments which use land efficiently, and to promote coordinated building and site design 

which both buffers adjacent residential uses and protects scenic and natural features. The 

boundaries of the PUD Overlay District are coincident with those of the VC and C-1 districts. A 

Planned Unit Development is defined as a ñdevelopment of land as a single entity under the 

direction of a comprehensive site plan, in which a mixture of land uses, a variety of building 

types and designs, and open space are provided for in a coherent mannerò (Section 125-IV-3).  

 

As a result of recommendations in the 2016 Sunderland Housing Plan, the Planning Board 

proposed changes to the Planning Unit Development section to require affordable units. 

Previously, affordable housing was not a requirement in the PUD section. According to the 

changes, which were adopted at Town Meeting in 2019, if more than 4 units are proposed as part 

of a Planned Unit Development, the residential component must meet the requirements of Major 

Residential Development (discussed below), which requires that 20% of the housing units are 

affordable. Multi -family dwellings, including apartments on upper floors of commercial 

structures, may contain up to eight (8) dwelling units in a structure when part of a planned unit 

development, provided that a minimum of 25% of the units within the multi-family development 

are affordable. Otherwise multi-family dwellings are restricted to 4 units in a structure. 

 

Sunderland has a Flexible Development provision in its zoning (Section 125-IV-1) which allows 

for clustered development in order to preserve natural features, open space areas, and prime 

farmland soils. Under the Flexible Development provision, development can take place in any 

zoning district on smaller lots with less frontage than is required for conventional subdivisions or 

approval-not-required (ANR) plans. Single family and two-family homes are allowed. Flexible 

developments creating 5 to 20 housing units must include at least 10% affordable housing units 

that meet Chapter 40B requirements for inclusion on the Stateôs Subsidized Housing Inventory 

(SHI). For development over 20 units, at least 15% of the units must be affordable and meeting 

SHI requirements. Density bonuses (additional building lots beyond what is allowed in the 

underlying district) are granted for developments that create senior housing (age 55 and over) 

with at least 25% affordable units and 50% handicapped accessible units, and developments that 

provide a minimum of 25% affordable units.  

 

Sunderlandôs Major Residential Development (Section 125-IV-2) is for developments creating 

more than four lots, whether a subdivision or not, or construction of more than four dwellings 

within a ten year period on the same property or contiguous properties under the same 

ownership. Major Residential Development does not apply to Flexible Developments. Multi -

family (3 or 4 units) homes meeting certain design requirements are allowed, and at least 20% of 

lots within the development are required to have affordable housing units.  
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Presently, single-family dwellings are allowed by right in the VR, RR, VC, and C-1 districts. 

Two-family dwellings are allowed by special permit in these districts. Multi-family dwellings (3 

or 4 units) are allowed by Special Permit within these districts if part of a Major Residential 

Development or a Planned Unit Development, by conversion of existing structures, or as 

apartments on the upper floors of a new commercial structure or an existing residential structure 

that has been converted to business use. Currently the Zoning Bylaw does not allow for more 

than 4 dwelling units in a structure, except within a Planned Unit Development if providing at 

least 25% affordable units, in which case up to 8 dwelling units may be allowed in a structure. 
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Figure 23: Sunderland Zoning Map 
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Zoning Opportunities for Affordable Housing 

While Sunderlandôs zoning currently supports development of a diversity of housing types in a 

number of ways, there are additional opportunities to further support affordable housing 

development within town. 

 

Massachusetts Housing Choice Legislation and Changes to the State Zoning Act (Ch. 40A)14 

Chapter 358 of the Acts of 2020 (sometimes referred to as the economic development legislation 

of 2020) made several amendments to Chapter 40A of the General Laws, commonly known as 

the Zoning Act. Among these amendments are (1) changes to section 5 of the Zoning Act, which 

reduce the number of votes required to enact certain kinds of zoning ordinances and bylaws from 

a ӏ supermajority to a simple majority; and (2) changes to section 9 of the Zoning Act, making 

similar changes to the voting thresholds for the issuance of certain kinds of special permits. 

 

These changes apply to all cities and towns in Massachusetts, except the City of Boston (which 

has its own zoning enabling act). The goal is to make it easier for local governments to approve 

housing-supportive zoning and development. The types of zoning changes that may qualify for a 

simple majority vote include: 

 

1.  Allow for multi-family housing or mixed-use developments ñas of rightò in an eligible 

location. 

2.  Allow for open space residential development as of right. 

3.  Allow accessory dwelling units, either within the principal dwelling or within a detached 

structure on the same lot, as-of-right. 

4.  Allows by special permit accessory dwelling units in a detached structure on the same lot. 

5.  Reduces the parking requirements for residential or mixed-use development under a 

special permit. 

6.  Permits an increase in the permissible density of population or intensity of a particular 

use in a proposed multi-family or mixed-use development that requires a special permit. 

7.  Changes dimensional standards such as lot coverage or floor area ratio, height, setbacks, 

minimum open space coverage, parking, building coverage to allow for the construction 

of additional residential units on a particular parcel or parcels of land. 

8.  Provides for the transfer of development rights or natural resource protection zoning in 

instances where the adoption of such zoning promotes concentration of development in 

areas that the municipality deems most appropriate for such development, but will not 

result in a diminution in the maximum number of housing units that could be developed 

within the municipality. 

                                                           
14 Information in this section comes from the Voting Threshold Guidance and Housing Choice presentation on the 

Stateôs Housing Choice webpage: https://www.mass.gov/info-details/housing-choice-and-mbta-communities-

legislation#resources-and-documents-   

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/housing-choice-and-mbta-communities-legislation#resources-and-documents-
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/housing-choice-and-mbta-communities-legislation#resources-and-documents-
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9.  Adopts a smart growth or starter home districts in accordance with section 3 of Chapter 

40R of the General Laws.  

 

Key terms such as ñmulti-family housing,ò ñmixed-use development,ò ñaccessory dwelling unit,ò 

ñtransfer of development rights,ò ñnatural resource protection zoning,ò and ñeligible locationò 

are now defined in section 1A of the Zoning Act. 

 

The amendments also provide that a special permit may be issued by a simple majority vote if 

the special permit does any of the following: 

 

¶ Permits multi-family housing that is located within ½ mile of a commuter rail station, 

subway station, ferry terminal or bus station; provided that not less than 10% of the 

housing is affordable to and occupied by households whose annual income is less than 

80% of the area median income and affordability is assured for a period of not less than 

30 years through the use of an affordable housing restriction. 

¶ Permits mixed-use development in centers of commercial activity within a municipality, 

including town and city centers, other commercial districts in cities and towns and rural 

village districts; provided, that not less than 10% of the housing meets the same standard 

of affordability as noted above. 

¶ Permits a reduced parking space to residential unit ratio requirement, provided such 

reduction in the parking requirement will result in the production of additional housing 

units. 

 

These changes to Ch.40A are relevant to many of the zoning opportunities discussed in this 

section.  

 

Inclusionary Zoning 

Inclusionary zoning is a planning tool used by towns in Massachusetts to increase the affordable 

housing inventory in a community as new development occurs. Inclusionary zoning helps a town 

reach its 10% affordable housing goal, as prescribed by M.G.L. Ch. 40B, and remain above 10% 

as new homes are added to the year-round housing stock. Most towns with this type of zoning 

require developments of 10 units or more to include at least one affordable unit (or 10% of a 

project over 10 units), but the percentage could be set by the town as there is no state 

requirement. Many communities also allow developers to opt out of building the units by 

donating land or providing a fee-in-lieu to a local affordable housing trust fund equivalent to the 

units in cash when opting out. Special considerations can also be negotiated with developers.  

 

Affordable units developed through inclusionary zoning can qualify for the Subsidized Housing 

Inventory as Local Action Units through the Local Initiative Program. This program, 

administered by the Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development 
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(DHCD), recognizes the various ways that affordable units can be created, and provides 

guidelines to ensure that new affordable units created through zoning meet the requirements of 

Chapter 40B. Sunderland currently utilizes inclusionary zoning within the Flexible Development 

and Major Residential Development provisions of the Zoning Bylaw. Any development of 5 or 

more units is required to provide affordable units. Sunderland could consider a payment in lieu 

option, where a developer can choose to pay into a fund for affordable housing in lieu of 

providing the units in a development. If Sunderland were to create a Municipal Affordable 

Housing Trust, this is one option to consider that would provide funds to the Trust. 

 

Chapter 40R Smart Growth Zoning Overlay District 

M.G.L. Chapter 40R is a zoning enabling act that encourages towns and cities in Massachusetts 

to adopt overlay zoning districts that will facilitate housing development, including affordable 

housing, in mixed use areas. The following locations are eligible to be a 40R smart growth 

district: 

 

¶ Areas near transit stations; 

¶ Areas of concentrated development, including town and city centers, other existing 

commercial districts in cities and towns, and existing rural village districts; or  

¶ Areas that by virtue of their infrastructure, transportation access, existing underutilized 

facilities, and/or location make highly suitable places for residential or mixed use smart 

growth zoning districts. 

 

In order to be eligible, the overlay zoning district must allow densities of 8 units per acre for 

single family homes, 12 units per acre for 2 and 3 family homes, and 20 units per acre for 

condominiums and apartments. Residential uses must be allowed by right, but can include a 

limited site plan review process and design guidelines to regulate the physical characteristics and 

design of the development. The district must require that 20% of new housing developed within 

the district be affordable to households earning less than 80% of the area median income, 

adjusted for household size.  

 

Before adopting the zoning district, it must be approved by the Massachusetts Department of 

Housing and Community Development (DHCD). Once approved and adopted by the community, 

the town can receive anywhere from $10,000 to $600,000 as an incentive payment, depending on 

the number of new housing units permissible under the overlay district as opposed to the 

underlying district (see Table 23 below). Communities also receive a bonus payment of $3,000 

for each housing unit that is created within the district, payable when the building permit has 

been issued for the unit. Additionally, through M.G.L. Chapter 40S, towns and cities with smart 

growth overlay districts are reimbursed any net cost of educating students living in the new 

housing in a smart growth district. The reimbursement is equal to the cost of educating students 

living in new housing in a smart growth district minus the percentage of new revenues from the 
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district that would otherwise be devoted to educational costs, and any increase in state 

educational aid resulting from students living in new housing in the district. 

 

Table 23: Incentive Payments to Towns for Adopting Chapter 40R Zoning, Based on 

Number of Additional Units Allowed within the Zoning District  

Additional Units Allowed 

under Ch. 40R Zoning 
Incentive Payment 

Up to 20 $10,000 

21 to 100 $75,000 

101 to 200 $200,000 

201 to 500 $350,000 

501 or more $600,000 

Source: Chapter 40R Regulation. 

 

In addition to these benefits, towns and cities with smart growth districts are given preference 

when applying for state discretionary funds through the Community One Stop for Growth, and 

may be given relief from a Chapter 40B Comprehensive Permit application, since a town or city 

that adopts a smart growth overlay district is showing a commitment to creating affordable 

housing. 

 

Chapter 40R was amended in 2016 to provide the same financial incentives for Starter Home 

Zoning Districts, which are districts zoned as-of-right for 4 single-family home units per acre as 

well as Accessory Dwelling Units, to be located in Highly Suitable Locations that are similar to, 

but more flexible or expansive than the locations for Smart Growth Zoning. ñStarter homesò are 

defined as a single family home not exceeding 1,850 square feet in heated living area. Starter 

home districts must contain at least 3 acres of contiguous developable area, at least 50% of the 

starter homes built in a district must contain 3 or more bedrooms, and a minimum of 20% of the 

homes in the district must be restricted as affordable to households earning up to 100% Area 

Median Income. 

 

A chapter 40R overlay district may be an appropriate strategy to consider in Sunderland in and 

around the village center, or in the Commercial districts along Route 116. Development of 

design guidelines to go along with the overlay zoning would ensure proposals meet the 

communityôs vision. 

 

Chapter 40B Comprehensive Permit 

Municipalities can work with a developer to create affordable housing that meets the townôs 

needs and is consistent with community character. This can be accomplished through a 

Comprehensive Permit, through a ñfriendlyò Chapter 40B process. The Comprehensive Permit 

allows for development of various housing types in zoning districts that may only be zoned for 

single family homes or commercial uses, or where minimum dimensional requirements make 
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affordable housing development difficult. Comprehensive Permit projects must contain at least 

20-25% affordable units and have long-term affordability restrictions. Housing of various types 

can be built through the process. It is difficult for communities that are under the 10% threshold 

of year-round affordable housing to meet affordable housing production goals without utilizing 

the Comprehensive Permit tool. This is particularly true in communities with slow housing 

growth, where inclusionary zoning and other techniques discussed in this section may not 

produce affordable housing at a quick enough pace. Sunderland utilized the ñfriendlyò 40B 

process for the 120 North Main Street property, which otherwise could not be built under the 

Townôs zoning.  

 

 

2.2 Natural Resources 

 

Zoning Protections for Natural Resources 

 

Sunderland has established three special resource overlay zoning districts to preserve important 

natural resources in town. The Critical Resource District limits development primarily in the 

northern section of town which includes Mount Toby and the wildlife corridor from the 

mountain to the Connecticut River. Within this district a special permit is required for any 

buildings, and any excavation, dredging, or filling of land. 

 

The Watershed District provides for the protection of the townôs water resources, and covers a 

large section of the eastern part of town. Within the Watershed District, the minimum lot size 

and frontage requirements for residential development are increased, and commercial businesses 

involving hazardous materials or activities which could negatively affect the townôs water supply 

are prohibited. Major residential developments of five or more building lots within the 

Watershed District are required to obtain a special permit. The Prime Agricultural District is 

designed to protect Sunderlandôs prime farmland soils along the Connecticut River. Major 

residential developments within the Prime Agricultural District are required to obtain a special 

permit. 

 

Special permit applications for developments within each of these three natural resource overlay 

districts must report on the anticipated impact of the proposed development on the environment, 

including surface water, ground water, water quality, soil erosion and stability, natural habitats, 

and scenic and historic environs (Zoning Bylaws, Section 125-II-4). 

 

Sunderland works to mitigate the potential limits on development because of these overlay 

districts through its Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) provision. Section 125-IV-2E allows 

the transfer of development rights from any parcel within the Prime Agricultural District or 

Watershed District into an approved receiving district. This provision is designed to benefit the 
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town through the visual, economic, and ecological benefits of preservation of farming activities 

and watershed lands, and to benefit the owners of these properties. Under the TDR bylaws, the 

property owner transferring development rights is required to grant a perpetual restriction to the 

Town prohibiting any development (other than for agricultural or conservation related purposes) 

on the land from which the development credit is transferred. 

 

Protected Open Space 

 

Sunderland has a wealth of important natural resources, including prime agricultural farmlands 

and large areas of un-fragmented forests. According to the 2021 update of the Sunderland Open 

Space and Recreation Plan, roughly 43% of Sunderland, or 4,071 acres, are permanently 

protected from development. The Commonwealth of Massachusetts owns approximately 2,261 

acres, mostly in the northeastern section of town encompassing the Mount Toby State Forest. 

Another 1,318 acres of privately-owned farmland is permanently protected through the Stateôs 

Agricultural Preservation Restriction (APR) Program. Much of this land is located along the 

Connecticut River and in the southwestern section of town south and west of Route 116. Other 

permanently protected land include privately-owned forest lands under Conservation 

Restrictions, watershed lands owned by the water district, Town-owned lands under the control 

of the Conservation Commission, and lands owned by conservation organizations such as land 

trusts.  

 

Another 16%, or 1,473 acres, of land in Sunderland is temporarily protected from development 

through the Chapter 61 Program. The Chapter 61 program values privately-owned land at its 

current use ï forestry, agriculture, or open space and recreation ï instead of its development 

value. The Chapter 61 program does not provide permanent protection for the land, which can be 

converted to another use if a town chooses not to exercise its right of first refusal and back taxes 

are paid by the landowner. 

 

Land considered to have limited protection includes any Town-owned open space, not under the 

authority of the Conservation Commission or which does not have a deed or conservation 

restriction is filed specifying that the land has been reserved in perpetuity for conservation, 

recreation and/or water supply protection purposes, and could be developed through a decision 

by the Selectboard or by Town Meeting vote. Land owned by the United States of America that 

is not under the management of U.S. Fish and Wildlife is also considered to have limited 

protection. Approximately 87 acres of Town-owned open space, and 56.2 U.S.-owned acres 

comprising the Sunderland Fish Hatchery, is considered to have limited protection. 

 

Overall, 60% of land in Sunderland is either permanently or temporarily protected from 

development, or considered under limited protection. The map on the following page shows all 

land in town with some form of protection, and the areas that are currently not protected.  
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Figure 24: Land Permanently or Temporarily Protected from Development in Sunderland 

 
Source: 2021 Sunderland Open Space and Recreation Plan.  
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2.3 Capacity of Municipal Infrastructure  

Municipal infrastructure plays a major role in a communityôs ability to serve its residents and to 

accommodate anticipated growth. The Town of Sunderland has invested significantly in 

upgrading and expanding its infrastructure in recent years, and has established a new public 

safety center, new library, and new elementary school. The Town remains committed to 

addressing future infrastructure needs and capacity constraints. However, the Town is limited by 

staff and financial resources in its ability to address all capacity concerns. Key aspects of the 

Townôs capacity to accommodate new growth and housing development are discussed in this 

section. 

 

Safety Infrastructure 

 

Both the Police Departments and Fire Departments have limited staffing and few full-time 

employees. Both departments have seen the number of calls they receive increase in recent years, 

with little staffing change. In 2020, the Fire Department responded to a total of 151 incidents, 

and assisted the South County Ambulance with medical calls 23 times.  Overall call volume is 

trending upwards based on a 10 ï year average. In 2014, Sunderland, Deerfield and Whately 

pooled capital assets as well as financial and personnel resources to form the Stateôs first 

regional municipal ambulance service, the South County Ambulance. In 2020, South County 

Ambulance responded to 248 calls in Sunderland. In 2020, the Police Department handled 7,462 

calls through Shelburne Control dispatch, which does not include the numerous calls handled 

through the Department without Computer Activated Dispatch.  

 

One safety concern in the town is that the Fire Departmentôs current equipment and vehicles 

would not be capable of handling fires or other emergencies in any developments that are three 

full stories in height or higher. The Fire Department does not currently have the funding to 

acquire such a vehicle, nor does it have any existing municipal building space in which to house 

such a vehicle. In the event of an emergency in such a situation, Sunderland would need to call 

for mutual aid from Amherst or South Deerfield.  The Zoning Bylaws provide for a maximum 

building height of 35 feet (2 stories) in all zoning districts. Affordable housing developments for 

higher buildings can be proposed under Chapter 40B. 

 

Water System Infrastructure 

 

Sunderland residents, as well as some residents in neighboring communities, get their drinking 

water from seven public water supplies that are found throughout the community. They are the 

Mt. Toby Apartments groundwater well on Montague Road (Route 47; this well also serves the 

Pond Ridge Condo development); three Cliffside Apartment complex groundwater wells; the 

Sunderland Water Districtôs Ralicki groundwater well on Reservoir Road; the Sunderland Water 
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Districtôs Saw Mill Brook surface water source on Reservoir Road; and the Sunderland Water 

Districtôs Hubbard groundwater wells on Amherst Road.  

 

Water service is provided by the Sunderland Water District to approximately 76% (2,500 in 

summer, 2,990 in winter) of Sunderlandôs residents, as well as businesses, agricultural 

operations, and Town buildings. The Cliffside Apartment and Mt. Toby Apartments water 

systems supply another 17% of residents, which leaves the remaining 7% served by private 

wells. The Sunderland Water Districtôs water is supplied by two wells, the Hubbard Well and the 

Ralicki Well. A redundant well at the Hubbard Well was developed in 2013 to use as a back-up 

if the mechanical system were to fail. The public water lines are primarily in the southern and 

southwest sections of Sunderland. The lines are 26 miles long, and run along Route 116 through 

town, along Route 47 from the Hadley line through the town center, and through most residential 

neighborhoods. All of the major apartment complexes have municipal water service. 

 

Sunderland also has two water storage tanks, one with a capacity of 250,000 gallons, and the 

other with a capacity of 500,000 gallons. These tanks are important for fire protection. If the 

Water Districtôs two wells cannot produce enough water for putting out a fire, the tanks can back 

them up. The storage tanks can also be used for other surges in water demand, and can provide 

emergency back-up water supply to the apartment complexes in the event the wells cannot be 

used. They contain approximately 3 days of supply. 

 

Sewer System Infrastructure 

 

Sunderlandôs Wastewater Treatment Center and sewer lines serve a limited portion of town, 

primarily the town center and four of the major apartment complexes. The sewer lines run along 

Route 116, North Main Street (Route 47), South Main Street (Route 47), School Street, Old 

Amherst Road, Silver Lane, North Silver Lane, Reservoir Road, Garage Road, and a short 

portion of Hadley Road. The sewer system currently serves a population of approximately 2,300. 

The major users of the system are the apartment complexes and the elementary school. The 

wastewater treatment plant has a capacity of 500,000 gallons of wastewater per day, and is 

operating well within capacity. In 2013 the Town explored the possible expansion of the 

collection system down Russell Street, River Road, and Hadley Road, but found the expansion to 

be too cost prohibitive to pursue at this time.  

 

Development in parts of Sunderland without sewer infrastructure will require the use of septic 

systems or other private wastewater treatment options. Some of these areas however, have onsite 

characteristics, such as wetlands, high water tables, hydric soils, and/or sensitive environmental 

habitats, which make them unsuitable for having a septic system. The areas may not be 

developable without municipal sewer service.  The Sunderland Board of Health will determine 

whether any new housing units, accessory or otherwise, will comply with Title V regulations.  
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Transportation Infrastructure 15 

 

Transportation plays a critical role in the ability of residents to access jobs, services, and 

recreation. Siting new housing in close proximity to employment, schools, shopping, and outdoor 

recreation reduces the amount of driving for residents, and increases the potential for using 

alternative forms of transportation to access these destinations. Having the choice to safely and 

conveniently walk, bike, or ride transit, helps households save money, increases physical health, 

reduces traffic congestion and air pollution, and generally increases the quality of life in a 

community.  

 

Commuting Trends 

The majority of Sunderland residents work outside the county (73%), but within the state of 

Massachusetts (98%). The average travel time to work for Sunderland residents is 20 minutes. 

The most common form of transportation to work is people driving alone, which accounts for 

71% of the commuting workforce residing in Sunderland.16 Public transit is the next most 

popular mode of travel, accounting for 19% of all commuter travel. This is a much higher 

percentage than other towns and the County as a whole, where only 2% of workers commute by 

transit. It is also a much higher percentage than the neighboring town of Amherst, where 9% of 

the workforce commutes by transit. A smaller proportion of Sunderland commuters carpool (6%) 

and work from home (3%). Only 2% of commuters walk or bicycle to work.17 This information 

was collected pre-pandemic, and it is likely that these percentages will change in future U.S. 

Census data sets as more people are working from home.  

 

Roads 

Sunderland is well connected to the region via Routes 47 and 116, which provide access to 

employment, services, and shopping in Amherst and Hadley. Interstate 91 and Routes 5/10 are 

easily accessible via Route 116 to the west, with access to Greenfield and Northampton. While 

Sunderland has many assets, elements of its transportation system negatively impact the townôs 

livability. The Townôs 2014 Transportation and Circulation Chapter of its Master Plan focuses 

on Route 116, and how the development of this state route through the Town center in the 1960s 

has made the town feel like a ñpass through,ò rather than a destination. Another focus of the 

chapter is the lack of safe walking and biking connections between the Townsô many resources, 

and the desire to foster community through an improved multi-modal transportation network. 

 

The expansion of UMass Amherst over the past five decades has contributed to increases in 

traffic along Route 116 in Sunderland. Approximately 17,900 vehicles per day (2021 data) travel 

                                                           
15 The majority of information in this section is excerpted from the 2014 Transportation and Circulation Chapter of 

the Sunderland Master Plan. 
16 Workforce travel mode data includes all people who worked for pay during the week prior to filling out the 

American Community Survey. Students who did not work at a job for pay would not be included in this data. 
17 U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2015-2019 Five-Year Estimates. 
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on Route 116 west of the intersection with Route 47. Approximately 11,900 vehicles per day 

(2021 data) travel on Route 116 east of the intersection with Route 47.18 Traffic on Route 116 

can experience long delays and queues at the intersection with Route 47 in the Village Center 

during peak a.m. and p.m. commute times, especially when UMass Amherst is in session. 

 

Route 116 is significant to Sunderland not just as a major connecting route, but because it travels 

through the village center. The section of Route 116 travelling south-east from Route 47 has 

been described as a ñno-manôs land,ò where pedestrians and bicyclists do not feel safe or 

comfortable. The speed limit is 50 mph within roughly 0.3 miles of the villageôs central 

intersection. The speed limit at the Route 47 intersection is 30 mph, though it is common for 

vehicles to travel over the speed limit through the intersection.  

 

In order to promote more business development in town, in 2012 the Town zoned the area 

surrounding the Route 116 and 47 intersection as part of the Village Center District (VC), and 

extended a Commercial District (C-1) south along Route 116. As new development occurs in 

these areas, the Town is interested in creating a pedestrian-friendly village atmosphere with a 

mix of business, residential, and civic uses. While new development and redevelopment will help 

improve the village center environment over time, the Town and the State are making changes 

now to slow traffic and better accommodate pedestrians and bicyclists in the village center.  

 

Sunderland adopted a Complete Streets policy in 2016 committing the town to plan roadway 

improvements with the safety of all users in mind, including cyclists, pedestrians, transit users, 

and automobiles. With assistance from the Franklin Regional Council of Governments, 

Sunderland prepared a Complete Streets Prioritization Plan in 2017, identifying priority projects 

in town. In 2018, Sunderland was awarded funding through MassDOTôs Complete Streets 

program for projects on Garage Road and South Main Street for sidewalk improvements and 

extensions, and for sidewalk and crosswalk improvements on Hadley Road, from Old Amherst 

Road past Sugarloaf Estates. A new sidewalk on South Silver Lane was completed in 2021 using 

Complete Streets funding, adding about 2,000 linear feet, along with sidewalk widening on the 

western side of South Main Street. 

 

Bus Transit 

The Pioneer Valley Transit Authority (PVTA) operates two regular fixed route bus services in 

Sunderland: Route 31 and Route 46. PVTA Route 31 travels between Sunderland Center and 

Amherst Center, with service to UMass Amherst and Amherst College. In Sunderland, the bus 

travels along Amherst Road (Route 116), South Main Street (Route 47), and Old Amherst Road, 

with stops including the major apartment complexes and Sunderland Center. In Amherst, 

connections are available to Northampton, Belchertown, South Amherst, and Mount Holyoke 

College. Route 31 operates seven days a week. During weekdays, buses run every 15 minutes 

                                                           
18 MassDOT Traffic Count Data. 
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during the day, and every 35 minutes in the evening. Saturday and Sunday service is provided 

every 70 minutes. When UMass is not in service, buses run at lower frequencies. Route 31 has 

one of the highest ridership counts in the PVTA system. In Sunderland, the stops with significant 

ridership are at Sugarloaf Estates and Sunderland Market. 

 

PVTA Route 46 provides service from UMass Amherst north along the Route 116 corridor to 

South Deerfield and the Whately Park and Ride Lot on Routes 5/10. Much of Route 46 overlaps 

with Route 31. There are two trips per day ï one in the morning, and one in the evening. Route 

46 serves as a commuter route, with most passengers boarding in South Deerfield or at the Social 

Amherst / Cliffside Apartments stop in Sunderland, and riding to UMass. The highest ridership 

occurs at peak morning and evening commute times. 

The Franklin Regional Transit Authority offers fixed route service from Greenfield to 

Sunderland center, with stops in Montague. Route 23 operates Monday through Friday, with 5 

trips per day. Riders may connect with other fixed-route services in these neighboring 

communities to travel to other destinations in the region. 

Passenger Rail 

The closest passenger rail stations for Sunderland residents are located in Greenfield and 

Northampton, which is served by Amtrakôs Vermonter and Valley Flyer trains. The Vermonter 

travels once a day in each direction between St. Albans, Vermont and Washington D.C., with 

stops including Springfield, Hartford, New Haven, New York, and Philadelphia. In 2019, 

Amtrak and the Massachusetts Department of Transportation launched a new state-supported 

passenger train called the Valley Flyer. The Valley Flyer travels between Greenfield and New 

Haven, CT, with intermediate station stops. In New Haven the train connects with service to 

New York City and beyond. Service was suspended at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. As 

of November 2021, Valley Flyer Service has been fully restored to include multiple trips per day, 

seven days a week. 

 

Sidewalks and Walking 

Most of the sidewalks in Sunderland are located in and around the Village Center on Route 116, 

Route 47, School Street, Old Amherst Road, Swampfield Drive, and Garage Road. Sidewalks are 

also located adjacent to and within the apartment complexes on Route 116 and Route 47. The 

2014 Sunderland Transportation and Circulation Chapter identified areas where sidewalks were 

in need of repair, most notably along South Main Street (Route 47), where the asphalt sidewalks 

were narrow, cracked and uneven. The Chapter also identifies a desire among residents to extend 

sidewalks on Route 116 in order to access the Sugarloaf Frostie ice cream stand and the 

elementary school from the Village Center.  

 

Since the last Housing Plan update in 2016, many sidewalk improvements have been completed. 

The sidewalks on South Main Street were improved, and the Town added almost a half-mile of 
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new sidewalks on River Road, Hadley Road, and Garage Road/North Silver Lane, through the 

Complete Streets program. In 2019, the Sunderland Riverside Park on School Street was 

completed, creating a 3/4-mile loop of off-road paved walking paths and a stone-dust riverside 

trail. Designs for sidewalk, crosswalk, roadway, and bicycle improvements along North Main 

Street (Route 47) from Route 116 to Clay Brook Drive were completed in 2020 with funding 

from the Transportation Improvement Program (TIP). Sunderland also received a Housing 

Choice Initiative Small Town Capital Grant in FY2019 for design of streetscape and ADA 

improvements on School Street, connecting pedestrian and bicycle improvements on North Main 

Street to the new riverside trail and boat ramp on the Connecticut River. These projects will also 

improve pedestrian connections between the affordable senior housing development at 120 North 

Main Street and Town Hall, Sunderland Public Library, and recreational resources on School 

Street. 

 

In 2021, Mass DOT will complete new and reconstructed sidewalks on both the north and south 

side of Route 116 from the current sidewalk terminus (just east of Route 47) to the North Star 

learning center and Sugarloaf Frostie. A new crosswalk will be added in front of North Star, and 

will include solar-powered pedestrian-activated flashing lights. The crosswalk will connect to 

PVTA bus stops on both sides of Route 116. 

 

The Sunderland Community Pathways Group is a group of Sunderland residents working ñto 

support public health and enhance recreational enjoyment of Sunderlandôs natural assets by 

implementing a cohesive system of pedestrian and bike pathways.ò  The need for the Pathways 

project arises from Sunderlandôs strengths as well as its challenges. Resources such as the 

Connecticut River, Mount Toby, farms, hiking trails, and a Historic Village Common add to the 

Townôs quality of life and scenic beauty. However, these resources have limited pedestrian or 

bicycle connections between them. Another key challenge that the Pathways Group hopes to 

address is creating a sense of place at the town center, where Route 116 currently creates an 

intimidating environment for pedestrians and bicyclists, detracting from a village-like 

atmosphere. In 2014, the Pathways Group was awarded Community Preservation Act funds to 

hire a consultant to develop a conceptual design and plan for the Sunderland Community 

Pathways System.  This planning process is still ongoing.   

 

All new roads in Sunderland are required to have either a sidewalk or pathway providing off-

street pedestrian accommodations, according to the Sunderland Subdivision Regulations. Many 

of Sunderlandôs existing roads do not have sidewalks, but have low traffic volumes, and are 

narrow and tree-lined, which can slow traffic. These roads, however, lack any indication to 

drivers that they must share the road with pedestrians and bicyclists. The Town is interested in 

developing a ñshare the roadò strategy for roads where no pedestrian facilities exist. This could 

include signage to alert drivers along roadways where walking and biking are popular. In 

particular, residents on Plumtree Road have expressed the need for safer walking and bicycling 

conditions. This road connects Route 47 and Route 116 near the southern border of town. 
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Sidewalks may be too expensive for this long stretch of roadway, but other traffic calming 

measures could be explored to improve safety. 

 

Bicycling 

Sunderland is part of two regional bikeway networks ï the Franklin County Bikeway and the 

Connecticut River Bikeway - and is a popular destination for cyclists. Bicycle signage is 

included along the Franklin County Bikeway routes. Some of the bike routes in town have 

marked shoulders. The North Main Street project includes adding marked bike lanes to a section 

of that road, and bike lanes are also planned for the Route 116 sidewalk extension project. 

Sharrows were added to South Silver Lane and Falls Road as part of the 2021 Complete Streets 

projects. Sunderland does not have any off-road bicycle paths. There is support in town to 

improve existing bicycle routes and create new off-road shared-use paths. The 2021 Sunderland 

Open Space and Recreation Plan includes recommendations to improve bicycling in town for 

recreational cyclists, commuters, and families with children. 

 

Park and Rides 

Park and rides offer people the opportunity to carpool or combine driving and transit to reach 

jobs, school, or shopping and services. The Whately park and ride is located at the intersection of 

Routes 5/10 and 116 in Whately, roughly two miles from Sunderland Center. This park and ride 

has easy access to I-91, and is currently served by the PVTA Route 46 bus to UMass, and the 

FRTA Route 31 bus between Greenfield and Northampton. A small park and ride lot is located 

in Sunderland Center on Route 47, at the corner of School Street. The lot includes ten parking 

spaces, and is approximately a quarter mile from the PVTA bus stop on South Main Street. A 

2014 Road Safety Audit of the Route 116 and 47 intersection in Sunderland included a 

recommendation to explore establishing a park and ride lot on Route 116 south of the town 

center, which could be served directly by the bus service to Amherst.  

 

Transportation and Affordability 

In a rural region such as Franklin County, transportation costs should be taken into consideration 

when determining the true affordability of a region. However, this expense is often not calculated 

even though it is the second largest cost for families after housing.  The Center for Neighborhood 

Technology (CNT) has created an index that combines both housing and transportation costs as a 

tool to assess the true affordability of locations.  The index is based on the premise that 

households should spend no more than 45% of their income on housing and transportation 

combined.   

 

According to the CNT, when transportation costs are added to housing costs, all areas of 

Sunderland are unaffordable. According to the index, households to the north of Route 116 on 

average spend 54% of their income on housing and transportation combined. Households south 

of Route 116 and east of Route 47 spend on average 58% of their income on housing and 
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transportation combined, and households living on or near Route 47 south of Route 116 on 

average spend 56% of their income on housing and transportation.19  The results for Sunderland 

are skewed by the presence of so many students with low incomes. In reality, many households 

in Sunderland have access to frequent, free transit service and carpooling options, which can 

make Sunderland a more affordable place to live despite higher housing costs than some 

surrounding communities. However, itôs important to note that lower transportation costs in 

Sunderland are not enough to offset the higher housing costs for many residents. 

 

Utilities  

 

Utilities can be a huge expense for households. Today, it is not uncommon for a household to 

pay $3,000 - $5,000 each year for heat and electricity.20 Lower income populations are more 

likely to have high utility bills because they often live in older buildings that are less energy 

efficient.  

 

A large percentage of occupied homes in Sunderland, approximately 41%, are heated with 

electricity. Many of these homes were originally heated with electric resistant heating systems, 

which are inefficient and one of the most expensive forms of heating a home. However, some 

homeowners in Sunderland likely have transitioned to heat pumps for heating, which are much 

more efficient and less costly. As an example, the average cost to heat a home in Massachusetts 

using electric resistant heat in 2020/2021 was $4,491, compared to $1,403 for a home heated 

with electric air source heat pumps.21 Another 34% of homes in Sunderland are heated with fuel 

oil, also an expensive form of heat, though prices were low for the 2020/2021 heating season. 

Roughly 9% of homes are heated with natural gas, 6% with bottled or tank gas (propane), and 

5% of homes heat with wood. Natural gas is only available to a small portion of the region, and 

there is currently a moratorium on new service. Wood is fairly inexpensive, but it can cause air 

quality problems when old, inefficient wood burning appliances are used. 

 

According to Massachusetts 2050 De-carbonization Roadmap22, on-site combustion of fossil 

fuels in the residential and commercial buildings sectors ï primarily for space and water heating 

ï is currently responsible for about 27% of statewide GHG emissions. In order for Massachusetts 

to meet its GHG reduction goals and help prevent the worst impacts of the climate crisis. For 

residential buildings, this means transitioning away from consuming fossil fuels, aggressively 

pursuing energy efficiency improvements in existing homes, and producing and storing on-site 

renewable energy when feasible. Sunderlandôs Energy Committee is active in spreading the word 

to residents about energy efficiency and clean energy opportunities through programs like Mass 

                                                           
19 ñHousing and Transportation Affordability Index,ò Center for Neighborhood Technology. http://htaindex.cnt.org/ 

June 2015. 
20 Massachusetts Clean Energy and Climate Plan for 2020, (2010) 
21 https://www.mass.gov/info-details/household-heating-costs  
22 https://www.mass.gov/info-details/ma-decarbonization-roadmap  

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/household-heating-costs
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/ma-decarbonization-roadmap
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Saves and the Massachusetts Clean Energy Center. In addition, low-income residents may be 

eligible for reduced electricity rates, fuel assistance, and free weatherization and appliance and 

heating system upgrades through Community Action Pioneer Valleyôs Energy Programs. 

Sunderland, as a designated Green Community by the state, has adopted the Stretch Energy 

Code, an appendix to the Building Code which requires greater energy efficiency in new home 

construction.  

 

In 2020, the Energy Committee pursued Community Choice Aggregation - the bulk purchase of 

electricity for a town or collection of towns. Electricity prices were at record lows, due to the 

effect of the pandemic on natural gas prices. This enabled the Town to lock into a very low 

electricity rate for its residents and businesses while incorporating a greater amount of renewable 

energy than Eversource provides through its basic service. The Town settled on a default product 

provided by a company called Dynegy, providing town residents and businesses with 5% more 

renewable energy than Eversource provides for the first five months of the Aggregation, and 

thereafter 25% more renewable energy for the remainder of the contract (36 months). Two opt-in 

provisions allow consumers to choose 100% renewable energy, either nationally-generated 

(providing an even more affordable electricity rate) or regionally-generated (at a slightly higher 

rate but supporting local renewable energy generation projects).  

 

Sunderland is fortunate to be part of the Massachusetts Broadband Instituteôs MassBroadband 

123 fiber telecom network. This network of fiber optic cables travels through Sunderland Center 

along Route 116 from Deerfield, to Bull Hill Road, as well as along Route 47 south to the Public 

Safety Complex. Community Anchor Institutions are directly connected to the network by fiber 

optic cable, and include the library, town hall, elementary school, and public safety complex.23  

 

Public Schools 

 

Sunderland is part of two regional school districts, the Union 38 District and the Frontier 

Regional District. The Union 38 School District includes the elementary schools of Sunderland, 

Deerfield, Conway, and Whately, and serves students in pre-kindergarten through 6th Grade. The 

Frontier Regional School District contains the regional school for the same four towns for grades 

7-12. According to the districtsô web site,24 the district has an estimated 1,550 students, 180 

certified personnel and a support staff of 140. 

 

Enrollment has fluctuated at both schools in recent years, with an overall decrease at the Frontier 

Regional School, and an increase at the Sunderland Elementary School. The Sunderland 

                                                           
23 MassBroadband Institute website, Sunderland community map, dated January 22, 2014. 

http://broadband.masstech.org/sites/mbi/files/documents/map-gallery/community-network-

maps/massbroadband123-network-Sunderland.pdf  
24 http://www.frsu38.org/Content/82  

http://broadband.masstech.org/sites/mbi/files/documents/map-gallery/community-network-maps/massbroadband123-network-Sunderland.pdf
http://broadband.masstech.org/sites/mbi/files/documents/map-gallery/community-network-maps/massbroadband123-network-Sunderland.pdf
http://www.frsu38.org/Content/82


Sunderland Housing Plan   

75 

 

Elementary School saw its lowest enrollment in 2010 and 2011 at 172 students. Frontier 

Regional experienced its lowest enrollment in 20 years in 2014, with 600 students (Figure 25). 

 

Figure 25: Student Enrollment at Sunderland Elementary School and Frontier Regional 

School, 2010 - 2020 

 
Source: Massachusetts Department of Education, School and District Profiles. 

 

The Frontier School District has been a receiver of school choice students from towns outside of 

the district. Currently school choice students make up approximately 27% of enrollment at the 

Frontier Region School, and 38% at the Sunderland Elementary School. Over the last five years 

at the elementary school, the number of school choice students has remained the same or 

increased, while the number of resident students has declined (Figure 26). This mirrors the 

decline in Sunderland residents age 19 and under. According to the U.S. Census, this population 

age group decreased by 66 from 2010 to 2019.  
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Figure 26: Sunderland Elementary School Enrollment, Resident and School Choice 

 
Source: Frontier Regional School District.  

 

The maximum capacity of the Sunderland Elementary School is 280 students, and the maximum 

capacity of the Frontier Regional School is 1,000 students, however according to the district 

Superintendent, a better number to use would be 800 students. The district monitors enrollment 

and population changes within its communities. In terms of capacity, the school district is 

currently more concerned with declining enrollments, particularly if the school choice population 

were to decrease, than with enrollment being too high. In the past, communities have worked to 

manage developments that would increase school children and local costs. However, the region 

may be in the current position, of needing residential growth of families with children in order to 

stabilize the school system. 

 

 

2.4 Local Capacity for Affordable Housing Development 

 

Municipal Staffing  

 

Sunderland is a small town, with a Selectboard-Town Meeting form of government. The three-

person Selectboard serves as the Townôs Chief Executive Officer. Key town staff including the 

Town Administrator, Building Commissioner, Treasurer, Fire Chief, Police Chief and other 

police officers are appointed and hired by the Selectboard. Town residents elect the Selectboard, 

the Town Clerk, and members of the Planning Board, Board of Health, Assessors, and Regional 

and Elementary School Committees. Remaining major boards including the Conservation 

Commission, Community Preservation Committee, Finance Committee, Zoning Board of 

Appeals, and Historic Commission are staffed through appointments by the Selectboard. Most 
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Sunderland has under 30 full -time and part-time Town employees, excluding school personnel. 

The Town has a number of highly dedicated volunteers who perform many different functions in 

Town. The Townôs dependence on volunteers and part-time employees for many municipal 

functions limits Sunderlandôs ability to proactively promote desirable development patterns, and 

plan for needed infrastructure upgrades and expansions. 

 

The Townôs limited staff resources for planning for future development are supplemented 

through collaborations with regional agencies and organizations such as the Franklin Regional 

Council of Governments and the Franklin County Housing and Redevelopment Authority. These 

agencies offer technical skills related to planning and development, and help the Town access 

funding resources for planning and development initiatives. 

 

Additionally, to expand the Townôs capacity to play a more active role in the creation of 

affordable housing and to address housing needs within the community, the Town has 

established a Sunderland Housing Committee. The Housing Committee is currently composed of 

representatives of the Town Zoning Board of Appeals, Selectboard and interested residents. The 

Committee has been working with HRA, RDI, and other regional organizations on the behalf of 

the Town on affordable housing issues.  

 

One issue for the Town to consider as it pursues the creation of affordable housing is the 

monitoring and resale of affordable units, which may require some level of municipal resources 

(either funding and/or staff time). Sunderland could use its municipal staff for this work or hire a 

regional organization or other entity. When deed-restricted affordable housing is created, for 

instance, through inclusionary zoning, a municipality has several responsibilities to ensure the 

long term affordability of the units.  These responsibilities include annual monitoring and 

certification to DHCD that: 

 

a. Tenants in affordable rental units meet income limits and the project has been maintained 

in a safe and sanitary condition consistent with state Guidelines and the recorded 

Regulatory Agreement; or  

b. For homeownership units, that the units continue to serve as ownersô principal 

residences; and that any units that have been resold during the prior two years have been 

resold in compliance with state requirements.  

 

For affordable homeownership units, the Town should have a Resale Plan in place.  The Town 

should also create and maintain a list of income-eligible potential buyers through a process that 

has been pre-approved by DHCD.  
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Municipal Budgets 

 

Sunderland, like many small towns in Massachusetts and elsewhere, struggles to contain 

municipal costs and maintain a balanced town budget. State Proposition 2 1/2, which restricts 

increases in the amount of property tax revenue that towns can collect each year to no more than 

2.5% annually, excluding new development, has created a challenging situation for many towns, 

since many municipal costs are increasing more than 2.5% per year. Town voters must approve 

an override for towns to increase spending over this level. Since other costs for residents are 

growing as well, including for basic needs such as housing, home heating, health insurance, 

food, and transportation, towns can be hesitant to bring an override proposal to the voters, and 

voters can be hesitant to approve an override. With limited town funding and small budgetary 

increases, towns can be forced to cut services and put off infrastructure repairs and upgrades.  

 

The Town of Sunderland adopted the Community Preservation Act (CPA) in 2010, allowing 

funds to be raised through a 3% surcharge on property taxes and a state match for eligible 

activities in the categories of open space, historic preservation, outdoor recreation, and 

community housing. Low income residents and the first $100,000 of residential property value 

are exempt from the surcharge. For the years 2012 - 2021 a total of $ $946,408 was raised 

through the local surcharge. The State matched this by 100% most years, for a total CPA revenue 

of $ 1,880,799. Each year 10% of CPA revenues must go towards community housing initiatives, 

or be set aside to use in the future for an eligible project. So far, Sunderland has allocated over 

$400,000 of CPA funds for housing, representing 22% of total CPA revenue. These expenditures 

included feasibility and market studies, purchase of the 120 North Main Street site, additional 

funds to support the development of affordable senior housing at 120 North Main Street, and 

funds to establish an emergency rental assistance program for Sunderland renters during 

COVID-19.   

 

Townôs Limited Ability to Plan for and Address Housing Needs of UMass Students 

 

Many of the housing issues and needs identified in Sunderland are tied to the large college 

student population living in town. The University of Massachusetts (UMass) where most of these 

students are enrolled, is better suited than the Town of Sunderland to address the housing needs 

and affordability issues for this student population. The University completed a new dormitory 

on campus, adding 1,000 beds. In the last ten years, however, enrollment at UMass Amherst 

grew by 13%, to 31,642 students, an increase of over 3,500 students.25 The University sets 

current and future student enrollment levels. These levels which can vary significantly over time, 

greatly affect the demand for on and off-campus housing. 

 

                                                           
25 University of Massachusetts, Amherst: https://www.umass.edu/uair/students/enrollment. Accessed August 9, 

2021.  
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Further, one reason that so many UMass students have chosen to live in Sunderland, is that parts 

of town with the most rental housing, such as the apartment complexes, have regular transit 

service. This transit service, which operates seven days a week and provides frequent service to 

Amherst and the UMass campus, is subsidized by the University. The Town of Sunderland does 

not contribute financially to its operations and is not involved in deciding any route or service 

changes. 

 

While students have housing needs and there is demand for more off-campus student housing, 

the presence of a large number of students living in Sunderland impacts the affordability and 

housing needs in town for the non-student population. Students generally have low incomes, but 

also receive assistance to pay for housing, and pay on a per-bedroom basis, rather than for a 

whole housing unit. This high demand and ability of students to pay has caused rents in 

Sunderland to be higher than what many typical non-student households can afford. As seen in 

Section 1, many renter householders over the age of 25 are cost-burdened by housing in 

Sunderland. 

 

Limited Developer Capacity to Create Affordable Housing in Sunderland 

 

To date, there has been only limited developer interest in creating new long-term subsidized 

affordable housing in Sunderland and in most other parts of Franklin County. The main 

developers of affordable housing in Franklin County have been the Franklin County Housing and 

Redevelopment Authority (HRA) and its affiliate organization, Rural Development Inc. (RDI). 

HRA has taken the lead in creating new low and moderate-income housing throughout the region 

and works cooperatively with Franklin County communities to site, develop, own and operate 

affordable housing complexes for seniors, families, and special needs populations. RDI has 

worked on numerous projects to rehab existing housing structures for new affordable housing, 

and to build new single-family homes for low and moderate-income residents. Pioneer Valley 

Habitat for Humanity has also developed a number of homes in Franklin County in the last 20 

years, though no homes have been built in Sunderland. 

 

Past Efforts 

The Town is open to working collaboratively with private developers who propose affordable 

housing projects in Sunderland and encourages developers to create housing that will address 

housing needs in the community. The Town has worked with HRA, RDI, and the Massachusetts 

Housing Partnership (MHP) to investigate affordable housing options and funding sources and to 

tap into their skill and expertise on these topics. For example, in 2012 the Town requested 

technical assistance from MHP to investigate the feasibility of converting one of the apartment 

complexes into long term affordable housing. The study found that while there may be some 

options for creating affordable housing out of the existing apartment developments, there are 

complex regulatory and financial requirements that come with this approach. In addition, the 
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apartment complexes are over 40 years old and would need significant rehabilitation and 

investment.  The overall conclusion is that this strategy would be too complex and costly for the 

Town to undertake.  

 

Recent Housing Developments 

 

Sanderson Place 

More recently, in 2014 the Town purchased the property at 120 North Main Street for the 

purpose of creating affordable housing on the site. Shortly after the purchase, the Selectboard 

appointed a committee made up of town residents to include property abutters, who were 

charged to review the property and utilize experts to devise a plan for the site that addresses the 

Townôs housing needs. The Town worked with the Franklin County Regional Housing and 

Redevelopment Authority to develop a preliminary site feasibility and housing market analysis 

for the site. The results of the analysis indicate that the site would be best used for senior rental 

housing that is affordable for households earning no more than 60% of the Area Median Income 

(AMI). The Town also engaged LDS Consulting and the Berkshire Design Group to develop 

conceptual designs and a development pro forma. The Franklin Regional Council of 

Governments assisted the 120 North Main Street Committee with developing a Request for 

Proposals (RFP) and conducted the procurement process for the Town.  

 

In 2017, the Town accepted Rural Development, Inc.ôs (RDI) proposal for the site. RDI 

partnered with Valley Community Development Corporation on the project. As of the writing of 

this plan, construction is underway on 33 affordable apartments for seniors age 62 and over as 

well as people of any age with a disability. The historic single family home on the property is 

being restored and converted to 3 apartments, while an additional 30 apartments will be housed 

within a new barn-like structure to the rear of the property. Affordability for the apartments will 

be set at the following levels: 17 units at 60% AMI, 4 units at 50% AMI, and 12 units at 30% 

AMI. Residents are expected to begin moving in towards the end of 2022. The property will be 

managed by the Franklin County Regional Housing and Redevelopment Authority.  

Architectural rendering of Sanderson Place at 120 North Main Street. 
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North 116 Flats 

In 2006, the Sunderland Zoning Board of Appeals (ZBA) received an application for a 

Comprehensive Permit project for 56.5 acres of land off of Route 116 and Plumtree Road. The 

application was for 150 rental units in five buildings. The project, then known as Sugarbush 

Meadows, proposed that 25% of the units would be affordable and eligible for inclusion on the 

Stateôs Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI).  

 

In January 2008, the ZBA denied the application. The ZBA asserted that the Town already had a 

large amount of affordable rental units, even though these units do not count on the SHI because 

they lack long-term affordability restrictions and are not subsidized. The ZBA also cited safety 

concerns related to the height of the buildings and the inability of the Townôs fire trucks to reach 

the top floor. The increase in residents resulting from the development would also place a 

financial strain on the Town, according to the ZBA, with a potential of over 50 new school 

children and the need for additional police officers and fire fighters.  

 

The developer appealed the decision to the Housing Appeals Committee (HAC), which, in June 

2010, overturned the ZBAôs decision and authorized the issuance of a Comprehensive Permit 

subject to certain conditions. The ZBA appealed to the Superior Court, which upheld the HACôs 

decision, and then to the Supreme Judicial Court, which upheld the decision of the Superior 

Court. In 2015, the developers submitted changes to the original proposed project to the ZBA, 

resulting in additional public hearings and a decision by the Zoning Board of Appeals in May 

2015 to issue a Modified Comprehensive Permit for the project subject to a number of 

conditions, including final approval for the project from MassHousing, and a more detailed 

engineering review. In 2018 the project changed ownership, which included changing the name 

of the project to North 116 Flats. The ZBA approved the final designs for the project in 

December 2018, and construction was completed in 2020. 

 

All 150 units are included on the Subsidized Housing Inventory. Along with the 33 units at 

Sanderson Place, Sunderland now has an SHI of 183 units, or 10.7% of year round housing in 

town. Although Sunderland has reached the 10% affordable housing goal established by Chapter 

40b, itôs important that the Town continue to proactively plan for and implement affordable 

housing initiatives to meet the needs of the community and region.   
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3. AFFORDABLE HOUSING GOALS AND STRATEGIES  

 

3.1 Housing Goals 

 

Overreaching Housing Goals 

 

These goals for Sunderlandôs housing are based on community priorities and the demographic 

and housing data collected and analyzed for this plan. 

 

¶ To increase the amount of affordable housing in Sunderland in a way that maintains the 

community character and that does not strain the townôs municipal infrastructure and 

financial resources. 

 

¶ To balance residential development with the protection of the townôs natural, scenic, and 

historic resources. 

 

¶ To engage Sunderland residents early in affordable housing efforts in order to get input 

and gain consensus. 

 

Affordable Housing Production Goal to Increase Sunderlandôs Percentage of Housing 

Units on the Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI) 

 

A community will be certified in compliance with a State-approved housing plan if, during a 

single calendar year, it has increased its number of low- and moderate-income year round 

housing units, as counted on the Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI), in an amount equal to or 

greater than its housing production goal. A community has control over comprehensive permit 

applications, also known as 40B developments, during the certification period.26  

 

Sunderlandôs housing production goal is 9 units for a one-year certification, and 17 units for a 

two-year certification. Sunderland will strive to meet these goals through the strategies outlined 

in this Housing Plan. 

 

 

3.2 Mix of Housing Desired 

 

Sunderland supports having a mix of housing that can serve all of its residents, especially those 

population groups that have been identified as having housing needs: first-time homebuyers; 

                                                           
26 More information on certification and Chapter 40B is located in the Introduction. 
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Sunderlandôs workforce; low and moderate-income families; residents with disabilities; and 

senior residents.  

 

Sunderland has a diverse housing supply. As noted previously, Sunderland has a high percentage 

of rental housing (60%). This percentage is the highest of any Franklin County town. Much of 

Sunderlandôs rental housing is contained within five large apartment complexes in the central 

and southern part of town. Together these complexes have over 800 housing units, equal to 

almost half of the townôs total housing supply. Largely because of these apartment complexes, 

Sunderland has a lower than average percentage (39%) of single-family homes, and a higher than 

average percentage (47%) of housing in multi-family structures with five or more housing units.  

 

Given the townôs high percentage of multi-family housing and its existing apartment complexes, 

Sunderland is most interested in having new housing development which is smaller scale in 

nature and which is the most compatible with the townôs goal of preserving its rural character 

and important natural, scenic, and historic resources.  

 

The types of housing that Sunderland considers most desirable and appropriate given its housing 

needs, current housing mix and natural, scenic, and historic resources include the following: 

 

¶ Infill housing in the Village Residential and Village Center zoning districts and other 

already developed areas of town; 

¶ Accessory apartments and the creation of additional dwelling units within existing 

structures; and 

¶ Open space flexible development which allows for the grouping of homes on part of a 

development site in order to preserve natural features, prime farmland soils, and open 

spaces on the rest of the site. 

 

Table 24 identifies each zoning district in town and the housing types and characteristics desired 

for each area. 
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Table 24: Preferred Housing Types and Development Characteristics for Housing Target 

Areas in Sunderland 

Zoning 

District  

Housing Types Desired Preferred Development 

Characteristics 

Housing 

Target 

Area? 

Village Center single-family; 2-family; 

small scale multi-family; 

accessory apartment 

consistent with historic 

character; mixed use with 

commercial; infill; Planned 

Unit Development 

Yes 

Village 

Residential 

single-family; 2-family; 

small scale multi-family; 

accessory apartment 

consistent with rural character; 

infill; Flexible Development 

Yes 

Commercial I 2-family; small scale multi-

family 

Planned Unit Development; 

mixed use with commercial; 

housing above commercial 

Yes 

Rural 

Residential 

Single-family; 2- family; 

accessory apartment 

consistent with rural character; 

Flexible Development; 

Transfer of Development 

Rights 

No 

Commercial II None Not Applicable No 

 

 

3.3 Enabling Strategies to Support Affordable Housing Development 

 

Sunderland has made much progress towards implementing strategies identified in the 2007 and 

2016 Sunderland Housing Plans, including creating a housing committee, adopting the 

Community Preservation Act, enacting zoning changes, working with the Franklin County 

Regional Housing and Redevelopment Authority to establish a housing rehabilitation program 

and an emergency rental assistance program in town, and purchasing, and then disposing of, 

property for the purpose of affordable housing at 120 North Main Street. The following 

strategies build upon this momentum and are an integral part of Sunderlandôs Housing Plan. 

These strategies help provide a general framework for establishing more affordable housing and 

addressing other community housing needs.  

 

Revise Sunderlandôs Zoning Bylaws to Explicitly Allow Accessory Apartments 

 

The creation of accessory apartments is currently allowed in Sunderland as a ñtwo-family 

dwelling by conversion of existing structuresò (Zoning Bylaws, Section 125-4E). Such 

conversions are allowed in the Village Center, Village Residential, Rural Residential, and C-1 

Commercial Districts by Special Permit from the Zoning Board of Appeals. The proposed 

revisions would create a new use of ñaccessory apartmentò in the Zoning Bylawôs Use 

Regulations. Accessory Apartments could be allowed in owner-occupied single-family homes by 

right, and within accessory structures, such as a detached garage, by Special Permit in the same 

zoning districts. However, unlike conversions of existing structures, the accessory units would be 
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clearly secondary to the primary residence. To construct an accessory unit, the owner would no 

longer need to meet larger minimum lot size requirements for other ñconversions of existing 

structuresò to two-family or multi-family homes. Accessory apartments offer a low cost rental 

housing option for young workers or seniors, while also providing a source of revenue for 

homeowners. Accessory apartments can also offer a good way to create new housing units within 

current housing structures, limiting the visual impact to the neighborhood. 

 

The Planning Board proposed an accessory dwelling unit bylaw at Annual Town Meeting in 

2019 that was voted down. Since then, the State Zoning Act has been amended to allow for a 

simple majority vote to adopt accessory dwelling unit zoning. Sunderland may want to 

reconsider accessory dwelling units and initiate public discussions to draft a bylaw that can 

address concerns while allowing this housing option in town.  

 

Revise the Zoning Bylaw to Allow Two-Family Homes By-Right 

 

Currently only single-family homes are allowed by-right within the zoning bylaws, unless a 

development is proposed as a Flexible Development, in which case two-family homes may be 

approved through Site Plan Review. While Sunderland has a large percentage of multi-family 

housing in structures containing more than five units, it has a much smaller percentage of two-

family homes (4%). Two-family homes can be similar in size and style to a single family home, 

and provide an affordable option for first-time homebuyers or seniors, who can occupy one unit 

and rent out the second unit as a source of income. 

 

Revise the Zoning Bylaw to Allow More than Four Units in a Structure in the Commercial 

I and Village Center Zoning District s 

 

Currently, multifamily housing in Sunderland is limited to not more than four dwelling units in a 

structure. Increasing the number of units allowed in a structure within the Commercial I and 

Village Center zoning districts would increase the housing stock and provide affordable options 

for a range of households, including those with identified housing needs such as seniors and 

residents with disabilities. For example, an assisted living facility would likely need to include 

more than four units within a structure to be financially viable, however that is not currently 

possible under the existing regulations. Requiring a special permit with site plan review for these 

multifamily structures can help ensure that they blend in with the surrounding neighborhood.  

 

In 2019, Annual Town Meeting approved changes to the Planned Unit Development (PUD) 

Overlay district, which encompasses the VC and C-1 zoning districts, to allow for multi-family 

development within a PUD with up to 8 units in a structure if at least 25% of the units are 

restricted as affordable. A similar provision could be made for multi-family developments in the 
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VC and C-1 districts that are not part of a PUD, providing more options for this size of 

development.  

 

Continue to Work with the Franklin County Regional Housing and Redevelopment 

Authority ( HRA) to Obtain Funding for Housing Rehabilitation Projects 

 

The Franklin County Housing and Redevelopment Authority (HRA) coordinates and administers 

a housing rehabilitation loan program for Sunderland and other communities in the region. The 

housing rehabilitation loans are funded primarily through Community Development Block Grant 

(CDBG) awards. The loans are available to low and moderate-income households, and can be 

used for home repairs, home improvements, fixing of building code violations, Title 5 upgrades, 

or accessibility projects. The loans, which are generally offered to homeowners at 0% interest, 

do not have to be repaid until the home changes ownership. Income generated through 

repayment of housing rehab loans is channeled back into the program so that additional residents 

can be assisted. HRA submits regional CDBG applications on behalf of area towns requesting 

funding for the housing rehabilitation loan program. Ten homeowners in Sunderland have used 

the program since 2000. One homeowner is currently on the waiting list. There are no funds in 

place at the writing of this plan for housing rehabilitation projects in Sunderland.  

 

Consider Establishing an Affordable Housing Trust 

 

The Municipal Affordable Housing Trust Fund Law (MGL c.44 s.55C), passed in 2005, 

simplifies the process of establishing a trust fund, and sets guidelines on what local housing 

trusts can do, who can serve on the board, and what powers a community can grant to the board.  

Trusts can act as a funding entity, providing grants and loans to subsidize affordable housing 

development or for housing programs such as first-time homebuyer and home rehabilitation. 

Trusts can also be more directly involved in affordable housing development through property 

acquisition, development and conveyance. Sunderland would be able to determine the role and 

powers of the trust.  

 

Trusts can be funded through CPA and other funds, and may be given the authority to use the 

funds in the trust for local affordable housing initiatives without having to get approval through 

Town Meeting. This allows the trust to act more quickly on opportunities. Additionally, 

Sunderland could revise its zoning bylaw to allow developers who are required to produce 

affordable units to pay into the housing trust fund as an option in lieu of producing affordable 

units. 

 

Affordable housing trusts must be adopted by a majority vote at Town Meeting. The 

Massachusetts Housing Partnership provides a guide for communities on how to establish a 

municipal affordable housing trust. The guide can be found at 
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http://www.mhp.net/community_initiatives/resources.php?page_function=list&resource_categor

y_id=74 

 

Collaborate with the South County Senior Center to Provide Information to Seniors on 

Housing Programs 

 

The Housing Committee could work with the South County Senior Center on providing senior 

residents with information on housing programs that may help seniors remain in their home, and 

provide assistance with accessing these programs. Examples of programs that seniors may 

qualify for are the Home Modification Loan Program, USDA Rural Development Very Low-

Income Housing Repair program, the Housing Rehabilitation Loan Program through the Franklin 

County Regional Housing and Redevelopment Authority, and reverse mortgage products that can 

help seniors on fixed incomes remain in their homes.  

 

 

3.4 Strategies Specifically to Increase the Subsidized Affordable Housing 

Supply 

 

These strategies focus explicitly on increasing Sunderlandôs subsidized affordable housing 

supply and maintaining the townôs percentage of year-round housing units on DHCDôs 

Subsidized Affordable Housing Inventory at or above the State goal of 10%. According to the 

2021 survey, respondents felt that deed-restricted affordable apartments are the type of housing 

most needed in Sunderland over any other type of housing. 

 

Consider Adopting a Chapter 40R Smart Growth and/or Starter Home Overlay District  

 

The Town may want to consider adopting a Chapter 40R Smart Growth Overlay District in the 

Village Center, Village Residential, or Commercial I districts to encourage mixed income 

housing while also benefiting from State incentive payments.  A Ch. 40R district must allow 

housing by-right with limited plan review similar to site plan review. Allowable densities must 

be at least 8 units per acre for single family homes, 12 units per acre for 2-3 family homes, or 20 

units per acre for buildings with 4 or more units. Not all uses or densities are required ï for 

example, a district could allow only 2-3 family homes by-right at the required density. An 

alternative option is the Starter Home provision, which allows densities for single family homes 

at 4 units per acre, and allows for affordability restrictions up to 100% AMI (as opposed to 80% 

AMI).  However, Sunderland already allows for this level of density through the Flexible 

Development option, so a Start Home district may not be applicable.  

 

Projects with 13 or more units are required to provide at least 20% affordable units, and the 

district as a whole must have at least 20% affordable units. In return for passing this zoning, the 

http://www.mhp.net/community_initiatives/resources.php?page_function=list&resource_category_id=74
http://www.mhp.net/community_initiatives/resources.php?page_function=list&resource_category_id=74
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State will pay the town an incentive payment, based on the number of new units that could 

potentially be built in the district by-right, compared to the underlying zoning. In addition, as 

units are built within the district, the Town will receive $3,000 per unit from the State.  

 

Chapter 40R overlay districts may be applied to specific parcels (which otherwise would be 

considered spot zoning). One consideration is adopting 40R overlay zoning districts for the older 

apartment complexes, which are aging and may need to be redeveloped or undergo significant 

rehabilitation or replacement in the future. Excluding the 38 affordable units at North 116 Flats, 

none of the units in the large apartment complexes are deed-restricted as affordable. Under 

current zoning, these apartments are pre-existing, non-conforming uses. By rezoning the sites as 

40R districts, the Town could guide future redevelopment of these properties, maintaining 

density but requiring that any redevelopment meet desired design guidelines and include deed-

restricted affordable units.  

 

If the Town is interested, Sunderland should contact DHCD for a site visit and pre-application 

meeting to explore this possibility further.  

 

Revise the Zoning Bylaws to Offer Density Bonuses for Dwellings which Include Deed-

Restricted Affordable Housing Units 

 

Sunderland currently allows dwellings with more than one housing unit by Special Permit in the 

Village Center, Village Residential, Rural Residential and C-1 Commercial Districts. The 

minimum lot area needed for a multi-family dwelling increases with each unit over the first unit. 

For example, in the Village Residential District, the standard minimum lot size is 20,000 square 

feet for a single-family dwelling, 30,000 square feet for a two-family dwelling, 40,000 square 

feet for a three-family dwelling, and 50,000 square feet for a four-family dwelling. Under the 

proposed bylaw revisions, an additional housing unit would be allowed within a dwelling 

structure with no greater lot size required, if the additional unit is limited to occupancy by a low 

or moderate income individual or household and has a deed restriction to guarantee its 

affordability.  

 

In the Village Residential (VR) District, for example, a two-family dwelling would be allowed 

by Special Permit on a 20,000 square foot lot if one of the dwelling units is for low or moderate 

income residents and restricted as such. Similarly, within the same zoning district (VR) a three-

family dwelling with a restricted unit for low or moderate-income households, would be allowed 

by Special Permit on a 30,000 square foot lot, and a four-family dwelling with a restricted unit 

would be allowed by Special Permit on a 40,000 square foot lot. For any dwelling structures 

constructed under this policy, the standard parking requirements would still need to be met. The 

Town would seek to have any such deed-restricted units counted as Local Initiative Units on the 

DHCD Subsidized Housing Inventory. The Sunderland Housing Committee would assist with 
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this and will help monitor the compliance with the affordability deed restriction once the units 

are established. 

 

Work with the Franklin County Regional Housing and Redevelopment Authority (HRA), 

its partner Rural Development Inc. (RDI), and Pioneer Valley Habitat for Humanity, to 

promote the Development of New Affordable Single-Family Homes in Sunderland 

 

RDI in the past developed affordable single-family homes for low and moderate-income families 

in the Franklin County region, generally building 10 to 12 new houses each year. However, in 

recent years there has been no State or Federal funding available for affordable homeownership 

projects. With the influx of ARPA funding to the State, itôs possible that affordable 

homeownership development may be funded again, but currently the only program that is 

available is limited to Gateway Cities. RDI focuses on constructing homes in locations that have 

been identified by individual towns as suitable and available for development. Pioneer Valley 

Habitat for Humanity (PVHH) is a non-profit, ecumenical Christian housing ministry whose goal 

is to make home ownership possible for low-income families in Hampshire and Franklin 

counties. Through the donation of money, land, expertise and labor, PVHH builds safe, decent, 

affordable homes in partnership with families in need. Each year the PVHH Board of Directors 

decides on the building schedule for the upcoming year. This decision is based upon land 

availability, access to volunteer builders, and the fundraising capacity that can support it. 

 

The Town, through the Housing Committee, needs first to identify potential sites for new 

affordable single-family homes and then bring those possibilities to HRA/RDI and PVHH for 

consideration. Potential Town-owned and privately-owned sites for affordable housing 

development are identified in Section 3.5, below. The Town will work with HRA/RDI or PVHH 

to ensure that any new affordable homes that are created are eligible for inclusion on the DHCD 

Subsidized Housing Inventory. 

 

Establish First -Time Homebuyer Assistance Programs 

 

There are several types of programs that communities have established to help first-time 

homebuyers purchase a home. A buy-down program provides a subsidy for qualified buyers to 

fill the gap between a market rate price and an affordable price when buying a home. A deed 

restriction preserves the long term affordability of the home by limiting the future sale price. 

CPA funds can be used to fund the subsidy, and units can be eligible for the Subsidized Housing 

Inventory if proper fair marketing procedures are followed and buyers meet income eligibility 

guidelines. The Town of Leverett established a buy-down program using CPA and Leverett 

Housing Trust funds. The program is administered by the Franklin County Regional Housing and 

Redevelopment Authority.27 A buy-down program would support first-time homeownership 

                                                           
27 https://fcrhra.org/leverett-affordable-housing-programs/.  

https://fcrhra.org/leverett-affordable-housing-programs/
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options in Sunderland, and would create affordable homes out of the existing housing stock. 

Communities also have used CPA funds for down-payment assistance grants for income-eligible 

homebuyers.  

 

An alternative model is for communities to proactively purchase homes on the market, often 

those in need of rehab, make the necessary health and safety improvements, and then resell them 

at an affordable price to an income eligible homebuyer with a deed restriction to maintain 

affordability over time. This model is much harder for a small town like Sunderland to 

undertake, however.  

 

Work with Private Developers who propose Comprehensive Permit Housing Projects 

 

The Town of Sunderland will work with private developers who propose Chapter 40B 

(comprehensive permit) developments, and encourage the developers to pursue housing projects 

that can meet community housing needs, have adequate water and sewer access, and can be 

created in a manner consistent with the townôs goals of maintaining community character and 

balancing residential construction with the preservation of Sunderlandôs natural, historic, and 

scenic resources. 

 

Explore new housing opportunities on Town-owned land or privately-owned property in or 

near the village center. 

 

The Town will continue to explore new opportunities for affordable housing development on 

Town-owned land or privately-owned sites in or near the village center. The following section 

lists potential sites for affordable housing as of the writing of this plan.  
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3.5 Identification of Sites for Affordable Housing Development 

 

The following sites were identified during the development of this plan and are potential 

locations that could be developed for affordable housing or a mix of affordable and market rate 

units, and are shown on the Potential Affordable Housing Locations for Sunderland map. For 

sites under private ownership, the choice is solely up to the property owner; however the Town 

can conduct outreach to owners and provide them with information on resources available for 

developing affordable housing.  

 

Town-Owned Sites 

 

The following Town-owned sites have been studied by the Housing Committee and were found 

to be potentially feasible for affordable housing development.  

 

Table 25: Town-Owned Sites for Potential Affordable Housing Development 

Site Address Map-Lot  Acreage Potential Use 

Bull Hill Road 8-43, 8-47 14.4 
Possible land swap for parcel closer 

to village center. 

 

Privately Owned Sites 

 

At the writing of this plan, the following privately-owned sites were found to have potential for 

affordable housing development. The Housing Committee will periodically review and update 

this list to reflect new opportunities or to remove properties that are no longer available. 

 

Table 26: Privately-Owned Sites for Potential Affordable Housing Development 

Site Address Map-Lot  Acreage Notes / Potential Use 

North Main Street 2-53; 2-54 3.0 

Owned by Franklin County Regional 

Housing & Redevelopment 

Authority. Potential land swap. 

61 Old Amherst Road 6-151 0.7 

For sale; former Cozy Corner 

Nursing Home; under same 

ownership as 67 Old Amherst Road. 

67 Old Amherst Road 6-152 9.3 

Single family home plus land for 

sale; under same ownership as 61 Old 

Amherst Road. 

116 North Main Street 6-54A 0.3 
Dimoôs Restaurant for sale. Potential 

affordable small-scale housing. 

Hadley Road 6-136 4.8 

Vacant parcel, owned by Sugarloaf 

Estates. Potential 40R District ï 

single family sub-district 
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30 River Road 6-135 5.9 
Sugarloaf Estates. Potential 40R 

District. 

50 River Road 6-134 9.1 
Sugarloaf Estates. Potential 40R 

District. 

248 Amherst Road 9-41 28.9 
Cliffside Apartments. Potential 40R 

District. 

253 Amherst Road 9-27 5.0 
Lantern Court apartments. Potential 

40R District. 

279 Amherst Road 9-22 9.6 
The Social apartments. Potential 40R 

District. 
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Figure 27: Potential Affordable Housing Locations for Sunderland 
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3.6 Strategies to Promote Further Regional Collaborations 

 

The Town of Sunderland has recent experience with regional collaborations among neighboring 

towns, including the establishment of a regional ambulance service with Whately, Deerfield, and 

Sunderland, and the use of CPA funds from multiple communities to build tennis courts at the 

Frontier Regional School. Sunderland seeks to build upon these successes to explore 

collaborations that can further Town and regional housing goals. 

 

Take Advantage of Regional Workshops and Trainings 

 

Town staff and members of the Housing Committee can participate in housing workshops and 

trainings offered by the Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD), the 

Massachusetts Housing Partnership (MHP), Citizenôs Housing and Planning Association 

(CHAPA), and other organizations. In particular, once a year the Massachusetts Housing 

Institute is held over the course of two days in Devens, MA, and is geared towards municipal 

officials and volunteers working on creating affordable housing in their towns.  

 

Continue to Utilize the Resources of the Franklin Regional Council of Governments 

(FRCOG) and the Franklin County Regional Housing and Redevelopment Authority 

(HRA)  

 

Both regional agencies can provide technical assistance and help with grant writing to pursue 

funding to implement many of the strategies in this plan.  

 

Collaborate with Neighboring Towns on Affordable Housing Initiatives 

 

Conway, Deerfield, Leverett, and Whately have all adopted the Community Preservation Act, 

and therefore have funds for affordable and community housing initiatives. Pooling the funds of 

two or more towns may result in more opportunities for implementing affordable housing 

strategies in each town.  One possibility could be to jointly fund a housing coordinator position 

who would work with each town on affordable housing activities. A housing coordinator can be 

hired as staff, or as a consultant based on an agreed upon scope of services and fee schedule. The 

coordinator will work with the Housing Committee, Community Preservation Committee, and 

the regional housing authority to implement the goals and strategies set out in this plan. The 

housing coordinator can also make sure that affordable units being created in town are added to 

the Subsidized Housing Inventory, and can assist property owners with affirmative fair 

marketing of affordable units. In addition, the coordinator could help develop and administer 

multi-town programs, such as a first-time homebuyer assistance program. Sunderland has a good 

working relationship with these towns and just recently collaborated on building a community 

tennis court using regional Community Preservation Act funds.  




